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"Modern psychology, it may be, will endeavor to reduce these 
alleged necromancies within a system, instead of rejecting 
them as altogether fabulous.” 

—HAWTHORNE, The Housc of the Seven Gables 
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Psychological Romance 


“Hawthorne appalls—entices.” 

—EMILY DICKINSON 


Two curious and seemingly unconnected things have been 
happening to our image of Nathaniel Hawthorne over the 
past fifteen years. Hawthorne is now regarded as “better 
adjusted and more in tune with fellow human beings and 
the life of his period” ^ than was previously thought. It is 
no longer fashionable to say, as Van Wyck Brooks once 
did, that the real Hawthorne was a “phantom” who “had 
lived too long in this border-region, these polar solitudes 
where the spirit shivered, so that the substance of the world 
about him hung before his eyes like a thing of vapour.” ^ 
Such impressionism elicits only a condescending smile from 
the biographer of today, whose respect for circumstantial 
facts prevents him from mistaking Hawthorne’s literary 
manner for the tone of his life. The Hawthorne whom 
Brooks dismissed as misleading and irrelevant—the work¬ 
aday Hawthorne of the Liverpool consulship, for example 
—is now given priority over the less easily witnessed Haw- 

1. Walter Blair, “Hawthorne,” Eight American Authors: A Re¬ 
view of Research and Criticism, ed. Floyd Stovall (New York, 

p. 108. 

2. The Flowering of New England, i 8 i$-i 86 $ (New York, i936)> 
pp. 225, 224. See also Herbert Gorman, Hawthorne: A Sttidy in 
Solitude (New York, 1927): Lloyd Morris, The Rebellious Puritan: 
Portrait of Mr. Hawthorne (New York, 1927); and Newton Arvin, 
Hawthorne (Boston, 1929). 
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thorne of the “haunted” years after his graduation from 
Bowdoin. Indeed, it is the presumption of recent biogra¬ 
phers that there is nothing haunted about Hawthorne at 
all. His very essence, we are told, is repose.-'’ 

The other main development is one of literary criticism. 
Unlike the critics of an earlier generation, who strove to 
recapture Hawthorne’s gentle melancholy and antiquarian 
charm, critics since the 1950’s have insisted upon his sym¬ 
bolism and his didnclicism. They have credited Hawthorne 
with the complexity of image-patterns and the steadiness 
of moral purpose that characterize a great allegorical poet. 
His works, we now learn, came directly out of his “phi¬ 
losophy,” which is said to be “a broadly Christian scheme 
which contains heaven, earth, and hell.” His true subject 
is Man’s Fall and subsequent growth toward redemption 
—a redemption occurring “in a series of communions in 
which the bread and wine of the past vitalizes the present.” 
And Hawthorne himself, far from being guilt-ridden, is 
said to have dealt with sin and perversion only in order to 
demonstrate his magnanimity. “Hawthorne never sought 
to demean man, but to love him as Christ loved man— 
especially the outcast and the sinner.” 

3. Hubert H. Hoeltje, Imvard Sky: The Mind and Heart of 
Nathaniel Hawthorne (Durham, North Carolina, 1962), Preface, 
p. [xii]. See also Randall Stewart, Nathaniel Hawthorne: A Biog¬ 
raphy (New Haven, 1948); and Edward Wagenknecht, Nathaniel 
Haivthorne: Man and Writer (New York, 1961). 

4. The three quotations are from Richard Harter Fogle, Haxv- 
thorne’s Fiction: The Light and the Dark (Norman, Oklahoma, 1952, 
revised ed., 1964), p. 5; Roy R. Male, Hawthorne’s Tragic Vision 
(Austin, Texas, 1957), p. 54; and Henry G. Fairbanks, “Sin, Free 
Will, and ‘Pessimism’ in Hawthorne,” PMLA, LXXI (December 
• 95 ^)' 9 ^ 7 - ^bo Hyatt H. Waggoner, Hawthorne: A Critical 
Study (Cambridge, Mass., 1955; revised ed., 1963); and Leonard J. 
Fick, The Light Beyond: A Study of Hawthorne’s Theology (West¬ 
minster, Maryland, 1955). 
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I would like to suggest that these two developments are 
not only unfortunate and misleading but also closely re¬ 
lated; they are expressions of the same cultural phenom¬ 
enon. For in different ways both the biographers and the 
critics have been anxious to depart from the emotional tex¬ 
ture of Hawthorne’s imagination. The religious-didactic 
Hawthorne of the symbolic critics is already implicit in 
the biographies, which—having disposed of psychological 
speculation by declaring it unscientific—deftly skip fiom 
a sober and debunking rehearsal of evidence to awe at 
Hawthorne’s inspirational value.® Hawthorne is important 
because he offers us “an admonition and a gift which are 
timeless’’ meaning that he enables us to see how our 
technological society falls short of the Christian ideal. Nat¬ 
urally, then, the positivistic-theological biographers feel 
themselves to be in harmony tvith their sometime foes, the 
analysts of symbols. As Hawthorne’s “definitive” biogra¬ 
pher has explained, our “Golden Age of Hawthorne Criti¬ 
cism” coincides with the Christian revival of the 1950’s. 
“The new symbolical approach to the reading of Haw¬ 
thorne, as well as Melville, James, and Faulkner, has after 
a fashion allied itself tvith this same neo-orthodoxy, so that 
we have been witnessing a revolution not only in criticism 
but in religious thought.” It is my hope that this timid 
little revolution has now run its course. 

Although I am writing a book of criticism, it will be 
hard to refrain from chiding Hawthorne’s biographers 
from time to time. Their normalization of Hawthorne 
springs not from “evidence tvhich can be checked by other 
investigators” ® but from a failure of intuition. Their belief 

5. See especially Wagenknecht’s and Hoeltje’s final chapters, sig¬ 
nificantly titled “God’s Child” and “To Gladden the World.’ 

6. Stewart, p. 265. 

7. Randall Stewart, quoted on dust jacket of Male, Haivthorne’s 
Tragic Vision. 

8 . Wagenknecht, Preface, p. viii. 
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that the “man and writer were one” ®—healthy, pedestrian, 
moral—is the sign of a simplistic psychology that looks only 
at surfaces—an especially drastic weakness in approaching 
Hawthorne. W^hen Julian Hawthorne, after his father’s 
death, finally read the famous tales and romances, he found 
himself “constantly unable to comprehend how a man such 
as I knew my father to be could have written such books.” 
For Julian “the man and the writer were, in Hawthorne’s 
case, as different as a mountain from a cloud.” There 
was evidently a side to his father that was never turned 
toward the family, much less toward the public—a Haw¬ 
thorne who can be obscurely glimpsed behind the atmos¬ 
phere of his fiction. Of this Hawthorne our recent author¬ 
ities say nothing; or worse, they deny his existence. 

The traces of this elusive Hawthorne, however, are much 
more abundant than the “evidence” that turns him into an 
odd combination of plodding democrat and religious tutor 
to posterity. How plausible is it to make a saintly allegorist 
of a man who almost never went to church, who described 
his masterpiece as a “hell fired story,” and who confessed 
to his journal, “We certainly do need a new revelation—a 
new system—for there seems to be no life in the old one”? 
Such passages can, it is true, be overmatched by others that 
express what might be called a rudimentary Christianity; 
but the biographer is responsible for his subject’s con¬ 
tradictions as Avell as his uplifting statements. Was Haw¬ 
thorne’s temperament that of a dogmatic moralist? Every¬ 
thing we hear about him suggests the opposite; he was 
peculiarly diffident, and rarely held to the same opinion 

9. Hoeltje, p. 555. For an identical principle see Wagenknecht, 
Preface, p. vii; and the same assumption is implied throughout 
Stewart’s book. 

10. Julian Hawthorne, “The Salem of Hawthorne,” The Century 
Magazine, XXVIII (May 1884), 6. 

11. See Horatio Bridge, Personal Recollections of Nathaniel Haw¬ 
thorne (New York, 1893), p. 112; and Nathaniel Hawthorne, the 
American Notebooks, ed. Randall Stewart (New Haven, 1932), p. 165. 
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for very long. Presumably, then, the doubting habit itself 
might be given prominence in a fair account of Haw¬ 
thorne’s mind. And indeed, once we have ceased trying to 
make him into a source of oracular wisdom, we perceive 
that Hawthorne’s keynote was neither piety nor impiety, 
but ambivalence. There is in his writings, as Philip Rahv 
observed long ago, “a submerged intensity and passion— 
a tangled imagery of unrest' and longing for experience 
and regret at its loss.. . He was haunted not only by the 
guilt of his desires but also by the guilt of his denial of 
them.” In short, Hawthorne was emotionally engaged in 
his fiction, and the emotions he displays are those of a self- 
divided, self-tormented man. 

When his “submerged intensity and passion” are ignored 
Hawthorne becomes, I fear, a very boring writer. The 
moralistic element prized by his recent critics is the least 
original thing about his work; it is what he shared with 
nearly all his lesser contemporaries in the sentimental vein. 
Nor is this fact much mitigated by our insisting that Hatv- 
thorne was more ingenious in symbolism and more ortho¬ 
dox in doctrine than his fellow purveyors of ladies’ fiction. 
Image-patterns that are assumed to originate in a con¬ 
sciously instructive balancing of “light” and “dark ele¬ 
ments end by implying a coldly smug creator; and this in 
fact is the impression of Hawthorne that prevails in aca¬ 
deme. As for his orthodoxy, it can be upheld only at the 
price of refusing to examine the psychological implications 
of his plots. In the typical Hawthorne tale there is a jarring 
dissonance between the “sweet moral blossom that is 
served up ^vith an obliging flourish and the ‘human frailty 
and sorrow” that compose the story.^® Hawthorne’s ambi¬ 
guity—to which every critic pays lip-service before going 

12. “The Dark Lady of Salem,” Image and Idea: Fourteen Essays 
on Literary Themes (Norfolk, Connecticut, 1949), p.23. 

13. These words are from the last sentence of Chapter 1, The 
Scarlet Letter, C, I, 48. 
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on to build a tower of allegory—is not a didactic strategy 
but a sign of powerful tension between his attraction to 
and his fear of his deepest themes. For behind his moral- 
ism, and often directly contradicting it, lies a sure insight 
into everything that is terrible, uncontrollable, and there¬ 
fore demoralizhig in human nature. Hawthorne himself, 
like his latest admirers, ^vanted to be spared this insight, 
but beneath layers of rationalization and euphemism it 
asserts its right to expression. 

Far from being a novelty, this view of Hawthorne was 
taken in one of the earliest essays about him, Melville’s 
response to Mosses from an Old Manse: 

Still more: this black conceit [of human depravity] per¬ 
vades him through and through. You may be witched by 
his sunlight,—transported by the bright gildings in the 
skies he builds over you; but there is the blackness of 
darkness beyond; and even his bright gildings but fringe 
and play upon the edges of thunder-clouds. In one word, 
the world is mistaken in this Nathaniel Hawthorne. He 
himself must often have smiled at its absurd misconcep¬ 
tion of him. He is immeasurably deeper than the plummet 
of the mere critic.^^ 

It is customary to say that Melville was here talking about 
himself. Yes; but he was also faithfully describing Haw¬ 
thorne’s sense of reality. Yet very few critics since Melville 
have seen fit to repeat his distinction between the initial 
appearance and the ultimate nature of Hawthorne’s fic¬ 
tional world. In the ’t^venties there was D. H. Lawrence; 
in our own time, Leslie Fiedler and the authors of miscel¬ 
laneous perceptive articles; but on the whole we have been 
witnessing a process of canonization, and like all saints 
Hawthorne has ascended to dullness.^® 

14. “Hawthorne and His Mosses,” The Literary World, VII (Au¬ 
gust 17, 1850), 126. 

15. See D. H. Lawrence, Studies in. Classic American Literature 
(New V'ork, 1923), and Leslie A. Fiedler, Love and Death in the 
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If Hawthorne criticism has become a sterile academic 
pastime, and Hawthorne himself an object of tiresome 
study and faint praise, the blame cannot be laid entirely 
upon neo-Christianity. The theological critics share with 
many others a search for some overriding thematic idea 
which, once abstracted from the texture of Hawthorne’s 
ambivalent plots, can be treated as an independent con¬ 
trolling principle. One critic is looking only for mythic 
patterns that will put Hawthorne in the mainstream of 
American culture. Another tells us that “five major arcs 
of Faustian definition’’ suffice to describe Hawthorne’s en¬ 
tire literary achievement. Another, concluding regretfully 
that Hawthorne considers Oneness inscrutable, claims 
that the concept of “multiplicity” governs the tales and 
romances. And still another, in a book whose title The 
Power of Blackness might suggest a Melvillian approach, 
turns out to be primarily interested in “the possibility of 
a literary iconology.” He claims to have “respected the in¬ 
tegrity of the symbols,” meaning that he has “not attempted 
to reduce them to the literal plane.” Thus the immediate 
emotional force of Hawthorne’s symbols must give way 
before the iconologist’s consistent theorem. These are, one 
and all, subtle and intelligent men; it is their very ingenu¬ 
ity of method that leads them to smooth out Hawthorne’s 
contradictions, slight his characteristic air of anxious brood¬ 
ing, and—occasionally—misrepresent the literal course of 
his plots. 


American Novel (New York, i960). Both these books may be said 
to err by exaggerating Hawthorne’s ‘‘inner diabolism’’ (Lawrence, 
p. 122) at the expense of his sincere wish to be conventional. In the 
tradition of Hawthorne criticism, however, sucli exaggeration has 
been highly salutary. 

16. The allusions in this paragraph are, consecutively, to Daniel 
G. Hoffman, Form and Fable in Arnerican Fiction (New York, 1961); 
William Bysshe Stein, Hawthorne’s Faust: A Study of the Devil 
Archetype (Gainesville, Florida, 1953), p. 142: James K. Folsom, 
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Hawthorne’s ambivalence, whatever its emotional 
sources, is most strikingly discernible in his stated views 
about the nature and quality of his art. Certain passages 
can be used to show that he thought of himself as a genteel 
trifler, wistfully aware that his works “afford no solid basis 
for a literary reputation’’ (II, 45). He assures us that they 
are not intended to be profound, and still less are they 
“the talk of a secluded man with his own mind and heart” 
(I, 17). Again and again Hawthorne announces that his 
fiction has neither outward reality nor inward depth. 
Where it is allegorical, the allegory is merely a vice of 
temperament; where it attempts some picture of society, 
the picture is said to be faded and blurred. Judging only 
from such statements we might well conclude that Haw¬ 
thorne’s art resulted from an unhappy compromise be¬ 
tween harmless, irresponsible fantasy and an effort to 
please readers accustomed to plain sense and moral ism. 

Certainly it would be wrong to dismiss this self-estimate 
as sheer false modesty; anyone who reads completely 
through Hawthorne’s tales and sketches must be struck 
by the superficiality and imperfection of many pieces.^^ 
Still, it is clear from many rival passages that Hawthorne 
had some understanding of his special province as a writer. 
Perhaps most notably, in his Preface to The Snoiu-Image 
he described himself as a man “who has been burrowing, 
to his utmost ability, into the depths of our common 


Man’s Accidents and God’s Purposes: Mulliplicily in Hawthorne’s 
Fictioji (New Haven, 1963); and Harry Levin, The Power of Black¬ 
ness: Hawthorne, Poe, Melville (New York, 1958), pp. xf. 

17. See, as representative samples, “Little Annie’s Ramble,” 
“Snow'flakes,” and "The Lily’s Quest,” from Twice-Told Tales; 
"Fire Worship” and "Buds and Bird Voices,” from Mosses from 
an Old Manse; and “A Bell's Biography” and “Little Dalfydown- 
dilly,” from The Snow-Image. I feel justified in leaving such trivia 
out of account, for they show us a Hawthorne w'ho is scarcely dis¬ 
tinguishable from his fellow gift-book contributors. 
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nature, for the purposes of psychological romance” (III, 
386). Unlike some of his biographers, Hawthorne does not 
suppose that this buried ‘‘common nature” is either very 
accessible or very dignified. ‘‘In the depths of every heart,” 
he says in ‘‘The Haunted Mind,” ‘‘there is a tomb and a 
dungeon, though the lights, the music, and revelry above 
may cause us to forget their existence, and the buried ones, 
or prisoners, whom they hide” (I, 345). The business of 
psychological romance is not to make fanciful efforts at 
picturesqueness but to penetrate the deceptive, congenial 
surface and reach the terrible core of man’s being. 

Yet this exaggerates the forthrightness of Hawthorne’s 
purpose. As we shall discover, his penetration into secret 
guilt is compromised not only by his celebrated ambi¬ 
guities of technique but by reluctance and distaste. He 
was aware that in exposing our common nature he was 
drawing largely upon his own nature, and he was disturbed 
by what he found. Many of his self-deprecatory passages 
have the function of protesting overmuch that the author’s 
deepest self has been kept inviolate. Thus, for example, 
he presents us with an equivocal rebuff in ‘‘The Old 
Manse”: 

Has the reader gone wandering, hand in hand with me, 
through the inner passages of my being? and have we 
groped together into all its chambers and examined their 
treasures or their rubbish? Not so. We have been stand¬ 
ing on the greensward, but just within the cavern’s mouth, 
where the common sunshine is free to penetrate, and 
where every footstep is therefore free to come. I have ap¬ 
pealed to no sentiment or sensibilities save such as are 
diffused among us all. So far as I am a man of really indi¬ 
vidual attributes I veil my face; nor am I, nor have 1 
ever been, one of those supremely hospitable people who 
serve up their own hearts, delicately fried, with brain 
sauce, as a tidbit for their beloved public. (II, 43!.) 
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Here we see an ill-concealed animosity toward those who 
would presume to know the author through his works; yet 
the very expression of immunity begs us to guess at what 
we have not been told. If we are standing just within a 
cavern, and if the author’s face is veiled (both images recur 
insistently in Hawthorne’s fiction), then surely he has 
something ^vorth hiding from us. Elsewhere he indicates 
that a writer’s deeper self can be known, though not by 
his external habits or casual associates. “These thinos hide 
the man, instead of displaying him. You must make quite 
another kind of inquest, and look through the whole range 
of his fictitious characters, good and evil, in order to detect 
any of his essential traits’’ (III, 386). With one arm Haw¬ 
thorne strikes a pose of cold dignity and holds us at bay, 
but with the other he beckons us forward into the cavern 
of his deepest soul. And the more he speaks of his inten¬ 
tion to “keep the inmost Me behind its veil’’ (C, I, 4), the 
more certain we may be that he is uneasy with the self- 
revelatory aspect of his work, 

Hawthorne’s balance between confession and evasion is 
reflected in his style, whose distance and abstraction are 
often confused with Augustan serenity. The meditative 
poise, the polite irony, the antitheses, the formal diction, 
and the continual appeal to sentiments that are generally 
shared, all serve to neutralize the dantrerous knowledsie 
that lies at the bottom of his plots. For Hawthorne regards 
language as a fearful thing. “Words,” he reminds himself 
in his notebook, “—so innocent and powerless as they are, 
standing in a dictionary, how potent for good and evil they 
become, in the hands of one tvho knows how to combine 
them!” (American Notebooks, p. 122). Hawthorne is by no 
means certain that he can exercise this potency without 
falling victim to it. 

To Hawthorne’s own uneasiness we must add that of his 
“belovedest” Sophia, whose taste he did not care to offend. 
Mrs. Hawthorne, with her neurasthenic headaches, her 
vaporous Transcendentalism combined with churchgoing 
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piety, her taste for moral rhetoric, and above all her easily 
shocked sensibility, had much to do with domesticating 
Hawthorne’s interests after 1838. The Hawthorne who 
wrote to Sophia about his recently forsw'orn habit of smok¬ 
ing in the house, “Thou wast very sweet not to scold me 
fiercely, for alloAving myself to be so impregnated,’’ was 
rather different from the one who called man’s heart a 
“foul cavern’’ (II, 455) and sneered at the prospect of its 
ever being purifiedd^ His Phoebe, as he named her, held 
out to him a blissful release from his years of brooding,^® 
but the price was high. Though the ending to The Scarlet 
Letter gave Sophia a bad headache, when she finished 
The House of the Seven Gables she knew that her husband 
had reached the summit of art. “There is unspeakable 
grace and beauty in the conclusion,’’ she observed, “throw¬ 
ing back upon the sterner tragedy of the commence- 

18. Love Letters of Nathaniel Haiuthorne, 2 vols. (Chicago [1907]), 

II. 93 - 

19. On the other hand, note Hawthorne’s image of impregnation 
—a fine example of the charged language discussed in the next 
paragraph. 

20. That Hawthorne declared himself ideally happy in marriage 
and w’as relieved to move from private phantasms to a common, 
solidly ‘Veal'' tranquility with Sophia is a fact that has been much 
sentimentalized by his biographers. His extraordinary dependence 
on Sophia and his tendency to immerse himself in recording the 
trivia of their family life show that Hawthorne approached marriage 
almost as a therapeutic program, a means of getting a firm hold on 
reality at last. Even Randall Stewart suggests that this meant a 
betrayal of his deepest interests as a writer: “It is significant that 
during the courtship of nearly four years his productivity fell off 
sharply. There were other reasons to be sure,... but the free play 
of personal emotion seems to have been incompatible with artistic 
creation" (Nathaniel Hawthorne, p. 49). To a less indulgent biog¬ 
rapher this might indicate that Hawthorne's prior emotional life 
had found an outlet, however unsatisfactory, in his fiction; but of 
this Professor Stewart gives no further hint. 
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mciit an ethereal light, and a dear home-loveliness and 
satisfaction.” -i 

Randall Stewart’s study of Mrs. Hawthorne’s tamper¬ 
ing with the notebooks after Hawthorne’s death provides 
an invaluable guide to the nature of her moral influence. 
\Vherever Hawthorne had expressed skepticism about 
marriage, W'omanhood, America, or Christianity, Sophia 
improved the text by deletion or revision. References to 
smoking and drinking ^vere generally suppressed, as were, 
of course, all passages of sexual interest. She could not 
admit the comparison of some pond lilies to “virgins of 
tainted fame,” and still less could she allow posterity to 
learn of her forty-six-year-old husband’s fancy, which had 
struck him while he \vas peering into the lighted window 
of a Boston boarding house, that a beautiful damsel might 
be disrobing within. Of gTeater interest, because of greater 
imaginative subtlety, are many of Sophia’s apparently 
trivial revisions of phrasing. For Hawthorne’s “animal 
desires” she substituted “temperament”; for “baggage,” 
“luggage”; for “itch,” “fancy”; for “vent,” “utterance”; 
and for “caught an idea by the tail,” “caught an idea by 
the skirts.” -- This, I submit, is the work of a dirty mind. 
The revisions have the effect of charging the original 
words with double meanings that would not have con¬ 


sciously occurred to us other^vise. Yet this talent for risque 
puns—that is, for perceiving and then suppressing them— 
was shared by Hawthorne himself and by the whole cul¬ 
ture in which he and Sophia moved. In the age of the 
draped piano leg, even furniture was covertly sexualizcd. 

Compromise, euphemism, and innuendo, then, were en¬ 
couraged not only by Hawthorne’s temperament but by 
his personal and social milieu. These characteristics, how¬ 
ever limiting they may have been in their final effect upon 


21. See Stewart, ibid., pp. 95, 113. 

22. American Notebooks, Introduction, pp. .w-xvii. 
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his art, happened to be excellently suited to his chosen lit¬ 
erary genre. Sentimental fiction from Richardson onward 
employed an intricately developed vocabulary of high 
motives and moral comforts to clothe latently titillating 
situations. In one sense the writer’s task consisted of manip¬ 
ulating the cliches of the form in such a way that neither 
the titillation nor the uplift would be sacrificed. Rape, 
prostitution, and even incest could be treated if only the 
right moral tone were sustained. Failure to sustain it, as 
Melville discovered in the reception of Pierre, would pro¬ 
duce shock and outrage; failure to provide the innuendo 
would produce boredom.-^ Unlike his impulsive friend, 
Hawthorne was shamelessly adept at keeping the rival 
elements in balance, and some of his finest tales look 
curiously at home in the pages of the sentimental gift- 
book, The Token. It is wrong, therefore, to draw too sharp 
a distinction between “popular” and “profound” works in 
his canon. One of his subtlest tales of depravity, “The 
Gentle Boy,” was so admired by subscribers to The Token 
that it was reprinted as a separate volume and became his 
passport to success. 

Yet the reader may accept all this without agreeing that 
Hawthorne deserves to be called a psychologically pro¬ 
found writer. Only a fe\v characters in all his fiction have 
the solidity we think of as novelistic, and the world in 
which they act is so purposefully concentrated on thematic 
questions, so cluttered with symbolism, that little room 
is left for individual minds to exist. If we locate Haw¬ 
thorne’s psychology merely in what is openly stated about 
his heroes and heroines, tve must agree with Marius Bewley 
that this psychology is based on “some disturbingly simple 
formulae” and is “often undistinguished, and sometimes 

23. See Herbert Ross Brown, The Sentimental Novel in America, 
1^89-1860 (Durham, North Carolina, 1940), and William Wasser- 
strom, Heiress of All the Ages: Sex and Sentiment in the Genteel 
Tradition (Minneapolis, 1959). 
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crass.” For Bevvley, as for most other critics, Hawthorne’s 
art appears to turn outward toward moral simplicity rather 
than inward toward psychological complexity. 

I would insist, however, that Henry James was originally 
right in saying that Hawthorne “cared for the deeper psy¬ 
chology,” and that his works offer glimpses of “the whole 
deep mystery of man’s soul and conscience.” The major¬ 
ity view, I feel, rests on both a misapprehension of “deep 
psychology” and an inattentive habit of reading Haw¬ 
thorne. We must, in the first place, question the popular 
notion that individuality and detail are the key virtues of 
psychological portraiture.^® A richly particular character, 
such as James’s Isabel Archer, may be represented as living 
almost entirely in the realm of conscious moral choice, 
while her instinctual nature and her conflicts of feeling 
are hidden under an abundance of surface strokes. Haw¬ 
thorne’s Hester Prynne, in contrast, is rendered in terms 
of struggle between feelings that she neither controls nor 
perfectly understands. Her remorse toward her husband 
versus her sympathy for her lover, her desire to flee versus 
her compulsion to remain, her maternal instinct versus 
her shame at what Pearl represents, her voluptuousness 
versus her effort to repent and conform—these tensions are 
the very essence of our idea of Hester. If she is a more 
schematic figure than Isabel, her motives are deeper and 
are better known to us. It is precisely because Hawthorne 
is not afraid to schematize, to stress underlying patterns of 

24. “Hawthorne and ‘The Deeper Psychology,’ ’’ Mandrake, II 
(Autumn and Winter 1955-56), 366-73; the quoted phrases are from 
pp. 367 and 366. 

25. Haiulhorne (New York, 1879), p. 63. 

26. Bewley, for instance, says tliat tlie deeper psychology should 
deal with “the shadowy subconscious world of the uniquely private, 
where hidden motivations and all the ‘secrets’ of the inmost self 
swim fortuitously about’’ (Mandrake, II, 366). No one who takes 
modern psychological theories seriously could have written these 
careless words. 
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compulsion rather than superficial eccentricities, that he 
is able to explore “the depths of our common nature.” 

The power of Hawthorne’s best fiction comes largely 
from a sense that nothing in human behavior is as free or 
fortuitous as it appears. Even with characters much less 
fully observed than Hester, the emphasis falls on buried 
motives which are absolutely binding because they are un¬ 
available to conscious criticism. Furthermore, even the 
most wooden heroes bear ^vitness to a psychological pre¬ 
occupation. Whatever is subtracted from overt psychology 
tends to reappear in imagery, even in the physical setting 
itself. It is as if there were a la^v of the conservation of 
psychic energy in Hawthorne’s world; as the characters 
approach sentimental stereotypes, the author’s language 
becomes correspondingly more suggestive of unconscious 
obsession. And, in fact, one of the abiding themes of Haw¬ 
thorne’s work is the fruitless effort of people to deny the 
existence of their “lower” motives. The form of his plots 
often constitutes a return of the repressed—a vengeance of 
the denied element against an impossible ideal of purity 
or spirituality. Thus it is not enough, in order to speak 
of Hawthorne’s power as a psychologist, merely to look at 
his characters’ stated motives. We must take into account 
the total, always intricate dialogue between statement and 
implication, observing how Ha^vthorne—whether or not he 
consciously means to—invariably measures the displace¬ 
ments and sublimations that have left his characters two- 
dimensional. 

Let us test this expectation on one of Hawthorne’s most 
familiar and seemingly shallow tales. “The Maypole of 
Merry Mount” offers us, in Edith and Edgar, two of the 

27. In the words of Thomas Mann, “Much that is extrapersonal, 
much unconscious identification, much that is conventional and 
schematic, is nonetheless decisive for the experience not only of the 
artist but of the human being in general.” (“Freud and the Future,” 
reprinted in Art and Psychoanalysis, ed. W^illiam Phillips [Cleveland, 
1963], p. 381.) 
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most vacant sentimental characters imaginable, and its 
apparent theme is of no great interest: “earth’s doom of 
care and sorrow” (I, 75) must be accepted both by the 
young lovers and by pleasure-seekers in general. The moral 
conflict bettveen the hedonists of Merry Mount and the 
Puritans who finally destroy the colony is made highly 
obvious, both through direct debate and through such 
typically Hawthornian contrasts of image as sunshine 
versus shadow, rainbow colors versus somber black, and 



smiles and sighs versus disapproving frowns. The tale’s 
conclusion, with the chastened Lord and Lady of the May 
heading “heavenward” (I, 84) with a just commixture of 
sobriety and affection, resolves this conflict so agreeably 
that few readers have felt impelled to ask whether any¬ 
thing underlies the patent banalities of theme. 

Hawthorne’s “philosophic romance” (I, 70) begins to 
seem less banal when we realize that it has more to do 
with the emotional qualities of Puritanism and hedonism 
than with the didactic example of Edith and EdgarfTo 
the May couple the rigors of Puritanism finally appear 
commensurate with the hard realities of life, and are there¬ 
fore morally preferable to “the vanities of Merry Mount” 
(I, 84). Yet everything we learn about the Puritans in the 
story shows that their “reality” is highly subjective and 
suspect. They are “dismal tvretches” (I, 77) who, when 
not punishing themselves with toil, prayers, and fast days, 
are busy punishing others—slaughtering wolves and In¬ 
dians, placing lighthearted colonists in the stocks, and 
observing the functions of “the whipping-post, which 
might be termed the Puritan Maypole” (I, 77). This last 
phrase strongly suggests an element of pleasure in legal¬ 
ized violence—and this is in fact the essence of the Puritan 
mentality as Hawthorne portrays it. Endicott, the most 
tolerant of the invaders, metes out penalties wuth great 
zeal, promises further “branding and cropping of ears” 
(I, 81), and permits himself the following significant fan¬ 
tasy: “I thought not to repent me of cutting down a May- 
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pole ... yet now I could find in my heart to plant it again, 
and give each of these bestial pagans one other dance round 
their idol. It would have served rarely for a whipping¬ 
post!” (I, 81). It is not quite correct, in view of such evi¬ 
dence, to say that Edith and Edgar are simply renouncing 
pleasure at the end of the tale. To the modest degree that 
they will blend into the Puritan community, they will be 
exchanging the overt gratifications of hedonism for the 
more furtive gratifications of an ascetic sadism. 

It is especially ironical that Hawthorne’s May couple 
is said to outgrow the “fantasy” and “delusion” that reign 
in the “magic,” “airy,” and “unreal” colony of Merry 
Mount (I, 73, 71, 74). There is less delusion at Merry 
Mount than meets the eye. Only the youngest colonists 
are taken in by the daydream of eternal play; the guiding 
spirits are motivated by the “gay despair” (I, 76) of middle- 
aged cynicism. The Puritans, in contrast, are truly victims 
of collective delusion. In their fanatical wish to exclude 
sin they have “peopled the black wilderness” with “devils 
and ruined souls” (I, 72)—which is to say that they have 
projected all their secular impulses onto imaginary foes. 
Their demonic view of Merry Mount in particular is con¬ 
tradicted by the observed facts. Which group is more en¬ 
slaved to fantasy: the “sworn triflers” who “followed the 
false shadow [of mirth] wilfully” (I, 76), or the zealots who 
shoot a dancing bear because they suspect it of witchcraft? 

Once we have discredited the Puritan analysis of Merry 
Mount, we may begin to wonder what we really know 
about the colony. An acquaintance with Hawthorne’s 
sources leaves no doubt that he was aware that the chief 
moral complaint against Merry Mount and against May 
ceremonies generally was that they encouraged sexual 
license.-* Yet the Puritans in the story do not raise this 

28. See G. Harrison Orians, “Hawthorne and ‘The Maypole of 
Merry Mount,’ ” Modern Language Notes, LIII (March 1938), 159-67. 
In Baylies’s Memoir of New Plymouth Hawthorne must have read 
not only that Thomas Morton, the founder of Merry Mount, wrote 
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charge. We are left to suppose that they see dancing, gay 
costumes, and picnicking as inherently devilish without 
ever thinking of se.\. It was Ha^vtliorne’s age, however, not 
that of the Puritans, which felt embarrassment at calling 
things by their right names; tve can be sure that the his¬ 
torical enemies of Merry Mount did not mince their words. 
Though Edith and Edgar are about to begin their wedding 
night, and though their hearts are said to glow “with real 
passion” (I, 75) shortly before the Puritans intervene, the 
sexual aspect of hedonism is never directly mentioned. 
Skillful sentimentalist that he is, Hawthorne has main¬ 
tained a euphemistic aloofness from themes that are inher¬ 
ent both in his historical sources and in the situation of 
his hero and heroine. 

In Hawthorne’s fiction, however, suppression always has 
the psychological consequences of repression: the denied 
element surreptitiously reappears in imagery and innu¬ 
endo. To a modern reader, of course, the plot itself seems 
intrinsically symbolic in this case; its main deed is the 
severing of a pole which the hedonists call “their religion” 
(E 77)> ^nd which is the focal object of a nuptial ceremony. 
We may reasonably doubt that the immemorial phallic 
meaning of maypoles, tvhich was thoroughly understood 
in the seventeenth century, tvas altogether lost upon the 
nineteenth. But there is no need to argue on these grounds. 
Hawthorne’s description of the costumed revelers as re¬ 
sembling “the crew of Comus, some already transformed 

obscene satires and affixed them to the pole, but that the colonists 
performed drunken dances with Indian women and “fell into all 
kinds of licentiousness and profanity../* Prince's Annals made the 
same point. And in the book he openly acknowledges as a source— 
Joseph Strutt's The Sports and Pastimes of the People of England- 
Hawthorne found a compilation of Puritan diatribes against the 
“lewd men, light women ... and abusers of the creature" (London, 
1898, p. 46) who participated in May games. Another of Strutt's 
sources speaks of mass deflowerings of virgins in the branch-gathering 
expeditions of May Day (ibid., p. 455). 
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to brutes, some midway between man and beast” (I, 72) 
obliges us to be alert to the theme of enslavement to lust 
that is found in Milton’s masque. And here is the scene 
itself: 

But what was the wild throng that stood hand in hand 
about the Maypole? It could not be that the fauns and 
nymphs, when driven from their classic groves and homes 
of ancient fable, had sought refuge, as all the persecuted 
did, in the fresh woods of the West. These were Gothic 
monsters, though perhaps of Grecian ancestry. On the 
shoulders of a comely youth uprose the head and branch¬ 
ing antlers of a stag; a second, human in all other points, 
had the grim visage of a wolf; a third, still with the trunk 
and limbs of a mortal man, showed the beard and horns 
of a venerable he-goat. There was the likeness of a bear 
erect, brute in all but his hind legs, which were adorned 
with pink silk stockings. And here again, almost as 
wondrous, stood a real bear of the dark forest, lending 
each of his fore paws to the grasp of a human hand, and 
as ready for the dance as any in that circle. His inferior 
nature rose half tvay, to meet his companions as they 
stooped. Other faces wore the similitude of a man or 
woman, but distorted or extragavant, with red noses 
pendulous before their mouths, which seemed of awful 
depth, and stretched from ear to ear in an eternal fit of 
laughter. ... (I, 7if.) 

Anyone who regards these sentences as a dispassionate 
and straightforward picture of traditional May dancers is 
not likely to find Hawthorne a very interesting rvriter. 
Though most of the details appear in his sources, Haw¬ 
thorne uses them with emphatic suggestiveness. The turn¬ 
ing of classical fauns and nymphs into “Gothic monsters” 
who are sporting articles of blatant symbolism indicates, 
not passion, but an excessive, grotesque effort of self-con¬ 
scious sophisticates to be “natural.” The stag, the wolf, the 
goat, and the “bear erect” have a lecherous iconographic 
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value, but in every description Hawtiiorne is careful to 
compromise the iconography with persisting human fea¬ 
tures. The revelers are trying \\'ith dubious success to sub¬ 
merge their humanity in natural power—to “stoop” to 
freedom. The true result is an effect of decadence. Thus 
the man-goat appears merely “venerable,” and the man- 
bear with his pink silk stockings is scarcely mascidine at 
all. I suggest that the urgency of sexual symbolism in this 
scene is directly proportional to the sense of sexual inhibi¬ 
tion. Nothing could be less faunlike than the “distorted,” 
“extravagant” faces which differ from normal ones in hav¬ 
ing “red noses pendulous before their mouths, which 
seemed of awful depth . . .” This is eroticism tainted with 
anxiety. 

Now, however, we face a problem that will prove 
troublesome throughout this study. Assuming that the 
author has displaced much of his psychological interest 
from character onto language, are we entitled to reverse 
the process—to read motivation from imagery? Any answer 
will be an arbitrary axiom of method rather than a demon¬ 
strable inference. Yet not entirely arbitrary; one method 
is better than another if it can incorporate more evidence 
and follow the logic of plot-structure more closely. We 
shall find that Hawthorne’s works always take their images 
seriously—that the characters behave as if they were dis¬ 
turbed by the motives ^ve glimpse in narrative emphasis. 
What matters is that we too take this evidence seriously, 
whether we attribute it to the characters or to the author’s 
dialogue with himself. Let it be understood, then, that 
in calling the Merry Mount hedonists “decadent” and 
“inhibited” we are making a debatable, but practically 
useful, choice to regard Hawthorne’s descriptive nuances 
as psychologically pertinent. At tvorst we are mistaking as 
characterization the author’s o^vn unformulated misgivings 
about the freedom he has tried to depict; and we shall see, 
curiously, that such a confusion makes no real difference 
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for an understanding of the total psychological atmosphere 
of his plots. 

In the present case our analysis is strengthened by vari¬ 
ous indications that the Merry Mounters are engaged in 
organized, frantic striving to negate the encroachments of 
time. The maypole dancing takes place not on May Day 
but on Midsummer Eve, which has brought “deep verdure 
to the forest, and roses in her lap, of a more vivid hue than 
the tender buds of Spring” (I, 70).-® The hour is sunset, 
and the bleak surrounding woods, which literally contain 
the Puritan forces that will sever the pole and crop the 
May Lord’s “lovelock and long glossy curls” (I, 83), are 
full of implicit menace. Even the maypole itself, in com¬ 
bining “the slender grace of youth” with “the loftiest 
heights of the old wood monarchs” (I, 70), conveys an 
ambiguity appropriate to people who have come to their 
philosophy of pleasure only “after losing the heart’s fresh 
gayety” (I, 75). Thus there is an inherent melancholy at 
Merry Mount that anticipates the suppression to be im¬ 
posed from outside. It is little wonder that Edith and 
Edgar perceive that “these shapes of our jovial friends are 
visionary, and their mirth unreal” (I, 74) before Endicott 
arrives to put the matter more strongly. 

Everything Ave have seen in this tale urges us to con¬ 
clude that the Puritans and hedonists are less different 
from one another than they seem. If the Puritans, in try¬ 
ing to exclude sensual pleasure, nevertheless readmit it 
in the form of sadism, the Merry Mounters are just as un¬ 
successful in trying to exclude conscience. The whole plot 
tends toward reconciliation. Thus, for example, Endicott 
shows a surprising sympathy with the May couple; he 
recognizes in them a latent sobriety, while he in turn is 
“softened” by “the fair spectacle of early love” (I, 83). 

29. The Shakespearian echo is significant: “Rough winds do shake 
the darling buds of May, / And summer’s lease hath all too short 
a date.” (Sonnet 18) 
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More strikingly, when the Puritans attack, “their dark¬ 
some figures were intermixed with the wild shapes of their 
foes, and made the scene a picture of the moment, when 
waking thoughts start up amid the scattered fantasies of 
a dream” (I, 79). Here the Puritans represent, not reality, 
but “waking thoughts” ^vhich dispel fantasy; they are in¬ 
hibition or censorship personified. Thus it is appropriate 
that their intervention automatically produces a symbolic 
impotence: the stag louvered his antlers in dismay; the 
wolf ^ew weaker than a lamb ...” (I, 79). The motive 
force in this scene is not realistic but allegorical: Inhibi¬ 
tion has mastered Instinct. And we can, I think, take the 
entire tale as a psychological allegory in which the general 
mind of man has been fractured into two imperfect tyran¬ 
nies of indulgence and conscience, neither of which can 
entirely suppress the other. The conclusion of the tale is 
a symbolic amnesty, although, as will always be the case in 
Hawthorne, the party of restraint has gained the upper 
hand. 

\et The Maypole of Merry Mount” is not entirely 
allegorical, for we are still left with the individual plight 
of Edith and Edgar. But that plight now seems less euphe¬ 
mistic than before: “No sooner had their hearts glowed 
with real passion than they were sensible of something 
vague and unsubstantial in their former pleasures. . .” 
(^’ 75)' The childlike lov'ers, \vho would like to conceive 
of life as an endless game, feel sexual desire and realize at 
once that they are surrounded by evidence of the undigni¬ 
fied vicissitudes of Eros in middle age. Awakening to 
sexual self-consciousness, the new Adam and Eve are not 
unwilling to join the community of severity and shame. 

We can say, therefore, that all the allegorical emphasis 
of “The Maypole of Merry Mount” serves to enrich a 
literal situation—a crisis of maturity. The insistent sugges¬ 
tions of impotence and castration define this crisis for us, 
even while the surface narrative remains conventionally 
puie. And the resolution of the plot, in which a for- 
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bidding but secretly benevolent figure of authority inter¬ 
mixes “the moral gloom of the world” (I, 84) with the 
lovers’ joys, amounts to a welcome psychological strategy. 
In its barest logic Hawthorne’s tale informs us that if 
young lovers must sooner or later understand that un¬ 
checked fantasy leads to decadence, then the only recourse 
for those lovers is to a measure of asceticism. Curiously 
enough, the genuine love that would have been impos¬ 
sible at Merry Mount is assured of survival by the Puritan 
censorship of fantasy.®® 

Perhaps we have said enough about “The Maypole of 
Merry Mount” to show how, in its very schematism, it 
illustrates Hawthorne’s “burrowing... into the depths of 
our common nature, for the purposes of psychological 
romance.” Yet much remains unsaid and, at this point, un- 
demonstrable. What happens in this tale, whether through 
exact intention or through psychic necessity, is profoundly 
typical of Hawthorne’s plots throughout his career: inad¬ 
missible fantasies are unleashed in an inhibited, decadent 
form and then further checked by a resurgence of author¬ 
ity. This authority, furthermore, always takes a more or 
less openly paternal form, and Hawthorne’s Ediths and 
Edgars always seem as much like siblings as lovers. If this 
is so, his Endicotts must be seen as preventing, not simply 
disillusion, but a symbolic incest from which Hawthorne’s 
imagination recoils—and to which it regularly returns. 
“The Maypole of Merry Mount” is, to be sure, a paltry 
and dubious example of this pattern; until we have ex¬ 
amined much corroborative evidence the reader may feel 
unchallenged in regarding Hawthorne as a moralist or an 
antiquarian or both. In the next few chapters, however, 
we shall investigate the nature of Hawthorne’s antiquar- 

30. Which is not to say that the Puritans, after all, represent an 
ideal of mental economy. Edith and Edgar will survive because they 
can reconcile the instinct and conscience that tyrannize the respec¬ 
tive colonies. Extremes are invariably destructive in Hawthorne’s 
fiction. 
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ianism; ask whether his historical themes are really sepa¬ 
rable from his psychological ones; study the nature of 
family relationships, both literal and symbolic, in certain 
early plots; and begin to prove that a definable, indeed 
classic, conflict of wishes lies at the heart of Hawthorne’s 
ambivalence and provides the inmost configuration of his 
plots. 





The Sense of the Past 


“Shall we never, never get rid of this Past?” cried he... “It lies 
upon the Present like a giant’s dead body! In fact, the case is 
just as if a young giant were compelled to waste all his strength 
in carrying about the corpse of the old giant, his grandfather, 
who died a long while ago, and only needs to be decently 
buried.” — holgrave in The House of the Seven Gables 


In the previous chapter we began what will prove to be 
an intermittent quarrel with those critics who see Haw¬ 
thorne primarily as a dispenser of moral advice. His plots, 
^ve argued, follow a logic of expression and repression that 
bypasses or undercuts moral problems: he is more con¬ 
cerned with psychological necessity than with conscious 
virtue. If this is so, however, we find ourselves even more 
radically opposed to a quite different view, which I shall 
call the antiquarian one. This is that Hawthorne’s imagi¬ 
nation was conditioned not by inward conflicts, but by a 
meticulous concern with American history. In this age of 
“American Studies’’ it is fashionable to admire Hawthorne 
as an objective commentator on the forces that operate 
through history, or as the creator of a myth that distils 
the past’s lessons for his own generation and ours. The 
question of private emotional meaning in his plots appears 
irrelevant if we see them as inspired by history itself. 

We can certainly grant that Hawthorne was absorbed, 
particularly at the outset of his career, in native subjects 
and themes. His earliest intended book, along with the 
American romance Fanshaiue, was to have the rather jingo- 
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istic title, “Seven Tales of My Native Land,” and its an¬ 
nounced themes were witchcraft and the sea. A second 
abandoned collection, “Provincial Tales,” points to a fur¬ 
ther interest in exploiting the traditions and legends of 
New England. And a third, “The Story-Teller,” was to 
combine historical legend with contemporary scenes and 
characters in a scheme of interlocking tales and travel 
sketches. The author of these projects was not the Haw¬ 
thorne who announced sadly in the Preface to The Marble 
Faxin that America had “no shadow, no antiquity, no 
mystery, no picturesque and gloomy wrong, nor anything 
but a commonplace prosperity, in broad and simple day¬ 
light” (VI, 15). To judge by subject-matter alone, it seems 
plausible enough to say that Hawthorne began his career 
as a student and celebrant of New England’s real and 
fabulous past.^ 

The question, however, is one of priorities. When we 
look for the thematic common denominator between the 
overtly historical fiction and such equally Hawthornian, 
but ahistorical, tales as ‘AVakefield,” “Ethan Brand,” and 
“The Birthmark,” we find that Hawthorne’s interest in 

1. See Nelson F. Adkins’s learned article, “The Early Projected 
Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne,” Papers of the Bibliographical 
Society of America, XXXIX (Second Quarter, 1945), 119-55- Recent 
biographies may have exaggerated tlie blame that Hawthorne’s pros¬ 
pective publishers deserve for the failure of all three collections of 
tales to appear. It is evident, both from semi-autobiographical tales 
like “The Devil in Manuscript” and from comments by Hawthorne 
and others, that Hawthorne had deep misgivings about seeing his 
work published. It was over his publisher’s protest that he burned 
all but two of the “Seven Tales,” “in a mood half savage, half de¬ 
spairing.” (Bridge, Personal Recollections of Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
p. 68.) The fact that every one of his works published before 1837 
appeared either anonymously or pseudonymously cannot be ex¬ 
plained entirely on circumstantial grounds. As his closest friend, 
Horatio Bridge, told him in 1836, yThe bane of your life has been 
self-distrust.” (Ibid., p. 73.) 
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history is only a special case of his interest in fathers and 
sons, guilt and retribution, instinct and inhibition. These 
themes are everywhere in his fiction, from his earliest 
sketches to his fragmentary unfinished romances; we shall 
see that they deserve to be called obsessive. History, in 
contrast, is prominent but far from universal. It can be 
shown that Hawthorne’s attitude toward the past springs 
directly from more “primordial” concerns; the history of 
the nation interests him only as it is metaphorical of indi¬ 
vidual mental strife. If, as I doubt, there exists a pure anti- 
quarianism unaffected by the special bent of the antiquar¬ 
ian’s mind, Hawthorne cannot be used to illustrate it. 

The easiest misconception to dispel is that Hawthorne 
felt a simple piety toward his Puritan ancestors. “The 
Maypole of Merry Mount” is typical in reducing the Puri¬ 
tans to caricatures of brutal authoritarianism; if anything, 
we would have to say that Hawthorne nurtured a special 
animus against them. Nor did he imagine that life was 
somehow grander in the early Colonial days. That age was 
“ruder and rougher ... than our own, with hardly any 
perceptible advantages, and much that gave life a gloomier 
tinge” (III, 534)- The drabness of Puritan times appears 
in Hawthorne’s fiction not merely as a want of diversity 
and humor, but as an oppressive starvation of life which 
“could not fail to cause miserable distortions of the moral 
nature” (III, 459). He is heartily glad to be two centuries 
away from his first American forebears, and at times he 
appears almost frightened that the distance is not great 
enough. As one of his narrators concludes nervously, “Let 
us thank God for having given us such ancestors; and let 
each successive generation thank Him, not less fervently, 
for being one step further from them in the march of 
ages” (HI, 460). 

A society which causes miserable distortions of the moral 
nature must, of course, have its appeal for the writer of 
psychological romance. Only by immersing himself in Puri¬ 
tan history could Hawthorne satisfy his interest in buried 
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impulses while at the same time remaining more or less 
loyal to outward fact. This, I think, helps to explain the 
resentful tone with which he often speaks of his own bland 
time. For HaAvthorne believes that human nature changes 
little from generation to generation: simply, he has no 
viable technique for laying bare the hearts of his contem¬ 
poraries. As he says in “Endicott and the Red Cross,” after 
cataloguing some set'erities of Puritan punishment, “Let 
not the reader argue, from any of these evidences of iniq¬ 
uity, that the times of the Puritans were more vicious than 
our own, when, as tve pass along the very street of this 
sketch, we discern no badge of infamy on man or woman. 
It was the policy of our ancestors to search out even the 
most secret sins, and expose them to shame, without fear 
or favor, in the broadest light of the noonday sun. Were 
such the custom now, perchance we might find materials 
for a no less piquant sketch than the above” (I, qSyf.). 
Hawthorne is unwilling to let us congratulate ourselves 
for our virtue simply because our vices are inaccessible to 
him. 

At the same time, Hawthorne’s interest in Puritan times 
is not to be distinguished from his sense of his own iden¬ 
tity. In his writings Puritan leaders generally blend into 
the stern figures of his Salem ancestors, who, despicable 
as they are in their warped righteousness, are felt to stand 
in judgment of Hawthorne himself. He defines his meager 
right to an artistic career by criticizing and whimsically 
placating the shades of the Puritans. The most famous 
instances occur in “The Old Manse” and in the Preface to 
The Scarlet Letter; in both cases grim portraits—always 
potent forces of intimidation in Hawthorne’s fiction—in¬ 
spire uneasiness and self-defense.Trhe Puritan divines who 
stare down at him from the tvalls of the Old Manse look 
“strangely like bad angels, or at least like men who had 
wrestled so continually and so sternly with the devil that 
somewhat of his sooty fierceness had been imparted to their 
own visages^(II, 13). Yet their boring sermons and pam- 
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phlets strike Hawthorne as a legitimate reproach to him 
“for having been so long a writer of idle stories,” and on 
this basis he claims to have determined “at least to achieve 
a novel that should evolve some deep lesson and should 
possess physical substance enough to stand alone” (II, i2f.). 
For such (imaginary) [Britans, art is an impermissible 
indulgence in fantasy; but rather than forgo this indul¬ 
gence altogether, Hawthorne hopes to effect a compromise 
by making his art moral and substantial^ 

How seriously should we take this picture of Hawthorne 
bargaining with Puritan ministers across two centuries? 
As a literal account, not seriously; but very seriously as a 
metaphorical statement of qualms about the moral nature 
of art. Here and everywhere in Hawthorne’s writing, Puri¬ 
tans stand in censorship of imagination. They personify 
a primitive, unreasonable conscience which is none the 
less tyrannical for being despised and ridiculed. Indeed, 
Hawthorne’s practice of disparaging, placating, and half¬ 
heartedly joking with them is evidence that he cannot 
ignore the threat of their disapproval—a disapproval which 
must of course emanate from his own mind. In a word, 
then, “Puritans” are the repressive side of Hawthorne 
himself. That they resemble fallen angels is indicative of 
the psychological irony we saw him developing in “The 
Maypole of Merry Mount”: the party or faculty of censor¬ 
ship inevitably gets attached to the impulses it is trying 
to extirpate. Hawthorne is at once the artist-victim of 
censorship, the Puritan censor himself, and a shrewd 
analyst of the censor’s dubious moral status. 

This complication is sustained in the other famous pas¬ 
sage where Hawthorne professes to be bothered by Puritan 
criticism. The image of his first American ancestor, he says 
in “The Custom House,” “was present to my boyish imagi¬ 
nation, as far back as I can remember” (C, I, 9). After 
semi-playfully taking upon himself the “curse” of the 
Hathornes’ misdeeds—excesses of persecution that we shall 
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presently discuss—lie characteristically turns about and sub¬ 
mits himself to their siijiposed contempt: 

Doubtless, however, either of these stern and black-browed 
Puritans [William Hathoriie and his son John] would 
have thought it quite a sufruient retribution for his sins, 
that, after so long a lapse of years, the old trunk of the 
family tree, with so much venerable moss on it, should 
have borne, as its topmost bough, an idler like myself. 
No aim, that 1 have ever cherished, would they recognize 
as laudable; no success of mine—if my life, beyond its 
domestic scope, had ever been brightened by success— 
would they deem otherwise than worthless, if not posi¬ 
tively disgraccfid. “What is he?” murmurs one gray shadow 
of my forefathers to the other. “A writer of story-booksl 
...Why, the degenerate fellow might as well have been 
a fiddler!” Such arc the compliments bandied between 
my grcat-grandsircs and myself, across the gulf of timcl 
And yet, let them scorn me as they will, strong traits of 
their nature have intertxuined themselves xuith mine. (C, 

I, lo; my italics) 

Here again the modesty, tvhimsy, and scorn are merely 
ways of delaying an inevitable recognition: Hawthorne is 
his ancestors, at least in part. The word “intertwined,” 
which points to a crippling blend of incompatible feel¬ 
ings whenever it occurs in Hawthorne’s fiction, is here 
used in an overtly psychological statement: he tells iis that 
he cannot be emotionally free from his Puritan component. 
What exactly does this mean? Surely it refers to a morbid 
fascination with guilt. As we sec in the romance to w'hich 
this passage is prefatory, Hawthorne is remorseless in 
ferreting out hidden shame; the severe concentration of 
The Scarlet Letter alarmed not only Sophia but Haw¬ 
thorne himself. Through most of his career, furthermore, 
he reveals a special insight into the minds of characters 
who arc absorbed in finding sin in the breasts of others. 
The Reverend Hooper, Ethan Brand, Young Goodman 
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Brown, Hester Pryniie and Arthur Diminesdale, Miriam 
in The Marble Faun all acquire a knack (or delusion) of 
seeing into their neighbors’ ^vicked thoughts, and in each 
case Hawthorne demonstrates that such hypersensitivity 
springs from a personal sense of guilt. His claim of like¬ 
ness to the early Hathornes, following upon an observa¬ 
tion that they had “all the Puritanic traits, both good and 
evil” (C^ I, g), indicates that he regards his own case with 
some of the irony he applies to probers in his fiction. He 
differs from his magistrate-ancestors not in his invasion of 
diseased souls but in his a^vareness that this invasion—to 
which he is committed as an artist—is itself diseased. Puri¬ 
tanism amounts to prurience, and Hawthorne simultane¬ 
ously exercises this prurience and portrays it as morbid. 

It should be apparent that Ha'wthorne, tvho influenced 
the modern stereotype of Puritanism more than any other 
tvriter, tvas ill-equipped to give a balanced sense of what 
Puritan life was like. More important than his plentiful 
rearrangements of fact for literary purposes are the distor¬ 
tion and simplification of moral atmosphere imposed by 
his habit of involving ancestral figures in his self-criticism. 
We are not surprised to learn that he exaggerated the 
severity of Puritan law, and that he ^vas, in fact, the only 
American writer between 1820 and i860 who dwelt exten¬ 
sively on the means of Puritan punishment.- We would 
not go far wrong in saying that the finding and punish¬ 
ment of sin were all that he found noteworthy in the 
Puritan character. It is hard to miss seeing a connection 
between his reducing the Puritans to sadistic enemies of 
impulse and his frequent air of replying equivocally to 
unspoken accusations. 

It is true, however, that much of Hawthorne’s emphasis 
is already present in the facts that interested him. Under¬ 
standably enough, he seems to have taken as a model Puri- 

2. See G. Harrison Orians, “Hawthorne and the Puritan Punish¬ 
ments,” College English, XIII (May 1952), 424-32. 
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tan his first American ancestor, \\'illiam Hathorne (1G07- 
1681); and William Hathorne was a very Hawthornian 
character. As a member of the General Court of Massa¬ 
chusetts and later as a member of the Governor’s advisory 
council, he Avas “an arbiter of conduct, a moral adviser, 
a confessor, and a conciliator. He was a director of police, 
and, above all, a prosecutor Avith informers ever moving 
among the people in search of criminals.” ^ Described as 
the most dreaded person in Essex County, he ^vas rebuked 
by Governor Winthrop and John Cotton for trying to 
stiffen the penal code against such crimes as swearing and 
lying. His duties included the detection and punishment 
of “ ‘wanton dalliance,’ lascivious speech, kissing, and 
manifesting in any way ‘unclean’ desire.” And his puni¬ 
tive sentences, many of Avhich recur insistently in his great- 
great-great-grandson’s fiction, have an inherent luridness 
about them. For a man caught in burglary he and his fel¬ 
low judges prescribed the lopping off of one ear and the 
branding of a “B” on his forehead; for someone convicted 
of manslaughter they ordered that the offending hand be 
burned; another man who insulted the judges’ dignity had 
his ear nailed to a pillory and then amputated, after which 
he was whipped and fined; a boy convicted of “bestiality” 
(animal contact) with a mare saw the animal bludgeoned 
to death and then Avas hanged himself; a slave was burned 
at the stake; and perhaps most significantly for Hawthorne, 
an adulteress, after receiving thirty strokes, had to stand 
in the market place of Boston wearing a paper with the 
words, THUS I STAND FOR MY ADULTEROUS AND WHORISH 
CARRIAGE."* 

There is no need to speculate about the effect of such 
historical facts on an imagination like Hawthorne’s. An 
ample record of his fascination and anxiety is preserved 

3. Vernon Loggins, The Hawthornes: The Story of Seven Genera¬ 
tions of an American Family (New York, 1951), p. 40. 

4. Ibid., pp. 41, 35, 45, 42, 68f. 
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in his fiction, from various early sketches through The 
House of the Seven Gables. One of William Hathorne’s 
more ingenious sentences was that imposed on a shy young 
Quaker wife who had obeyed, so she said, a divine com¬ 
mand to "walk naked through the streets of Salem. In retri¬ 
bution she was tied to a cart’s tail, naked to the waist, with 
her mother and sister also half-naked and tied to the sides, 
and whipped through the town.^ In “Main Street,’’ the 
sketch whose narrator thanks Heaven for not having been 
born a Puritan, this episode or a very similar one appears 
as part of an historical panorama: 

And there a woman,—it is Ann Coleman,—naked from 
the waist upward, and bound to the tail of a cart, is 
dragged through the Main Street at the pace of a brisk 
walk, while the constable follows with a whip of knotted 
cords. A strong-armed fellow is that constable; and each 
time that he flourishes his lash in the air, you see a frown 
wrinkling and twisting his brow, and, at the same instant, 
a smile upon his lips. He loves his business, faithful officer 
that he is, and puts his soul into every stroke, zealous to 
fulfill the injunction of Major Hawthorne’s warrant, in 
the spirit and to the letter. There came down a stroke that 
has drawn blood! Ten such stripes are to be given in 
Salem, ten in Boston, and ten in Dedham; and, with those 
thirty stripes of blood upon her, she is to be driven into 
the forest. The crimson trail goes wavering along Main 
Street; but Heaven grant that, as the rain of so many 
years has wept upon it, time after time, and washed it all 
away, so there may have been a dew of mercy to cleanse 
this cruel blood-stain out of the record of the persecutor’s 
life! (Ill, 462!.) 

The extraordinary feeling of sadism in this passage seems 
at first to be attached solely to the constable, who frowns 
and smiles as he “puts his soul into every stroke.’’ But Haw- 

5. Ibid., pp. 62!. 
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thorne lias singled out his ancestor by name, and he tells 
ns that the constable ^vas executing the spirit as well as 
the letter of Major Hawthorne’s sentence.® \Vhen intense 
horror gives way to a no less intense upwelling of remorse, 
there is a significant ambiguity about “the persecutor” 
who will need divine mercy; only on reflection do ^\'C see 
that it is Major Hawthorne, not his agent, who is ulti¬ 
mately responsible. This furtiveness adds to the sense of 
personal involvement in the whole episode—an involve¬ 
ment that seems quite out of place in the facetious context 
of “Main Street.” Hawthorne is both an outraged spectator 
of the scene and, as its narrator and as Major Hawthorne’s 
heir, a vicarious participant in its indecency. He is pri¬ 
vately implicated in Avhat he elsewhere calls the deadly 
sickness of sin: “Feeling its symptoms within the breast, 
men concealed it with fear and shame, and rvere only the 
more cruel to those unfortunates Avhose pestiferous sores 
were flagrant to the common eye” (II, 287). 

Three prominent events in Hawthorne’s ancestral his¬ 
tory also became prominent elements in his fictional plots. 
One was the persecution of the Quakers, a policy that 
seemed particularly horrible to Hawthorne’s rather secular 
generation; Hawthorne mentions it repeatedly and treats 
it with great subtlety in “The Gentle Boy.” A second focal 
point was the Salem witch trials of 1692, one of wdiose 
presiding judges Avas HaAvthorne’s great-great-grandfather, 
John Haihorne (1641-1717), Avho favored the death penalty 
not only for Avitchcraft but for heresy as Avell.\Needless to 
say, the coincidence of family guilt Avith the guiltiest public 
event of Noav England history provided HaAvthorne Avith 
rich materials for his favorite themes of moral self-delusion 
and righteous sadism) And finally, his perusal of Felt’s 
Annals of Salem must have acquainted him Avith a cele¬ 
brated case of alleged incest. In 1680 the brother of HaAv- 

G. Note too that he alters the spelling of his ancestor’s name to 
match his own—a fact of irresistible psychological interest. 
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thome’s maternal great-great-grandfather, Thomas Man¬ 
ning, was accused by his wife of incest with his two sisters. 
When the accused, Nicholas Manning, fled into the forest, 
not to reappear in Massachusetts for eight years, the sisters 
were convicted, fined, and made to sit on a stool in the 
center of the Salem meeting house with papers marked 
Incest pinned to their caps. Felt’s narrative and plates dis¬ 
creetly suppressed the participants’ names, but Vernon 
Loggins has no doubt that Hawthorne knew them; and 
he adds, “The effect which this dark Manning family secret 
produced upon the romancer’s emotions could only have 
been penetrating and most poignant.’’ 

It is a safe generalization, I believe, that Hawthorne 
never treats his family history without a mixture of shame 
and pride. The shame is obvious: all the events we have 
reviewed—and to them we might add the famous White 
murder case in Hawthorne’s lifetime seem almost to 
have been prearranged by a Hawthornian plot-maker to 
illustrate the degeneracy of power. Yet Hawthorne’s view 
of ancestral power was highly ambiguous, not only because 
he still trembled before it, but because it represented a 
dignity and fame that he and his impoverished sisters could 
not command.® To the anxiety of all unappreciated writers 
Hawthorne added the snobbish nostalgia of the disin¬ 
herited son; his researches into Salem history provided 
him with a rival identity to that of the ineffectual, impecu¬ 
nious, careerless young man surrounded by mercantile 
nouveaux-riches.^^ Thus his commemoration of William 

7. The Haivthornes, p. 279. 

8. Ibid., pp. 242-54. For a more sensational but probably less 
accurate version, see Robert Cantwell, Nathaniel Hawthorne: The 
American Years (New York and Toronto, 1948), pp. 150-54, 160-62. 

9. See Loggins, p. 209. 

10. Hence, by the way, Hawthorne’s opposition to the Whigs of 
his day. His adherence to the Democratic party, which seems odd in 
view of his distrust of reform, his impatience with abolitionism, and 
his involvement with the past, surely had some thwarted snobbery 
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and John Hathorne deserves to be seen in the light of 
such other pieties as his restoration of the English spelling 
of the family name and his attraction to the family myths 
of noble English ancestry and rich land-holdings in Maine. 
For the modern Hawthornes, as for the modern Pyncheons 
in The House of the Seven Gables, there was a greater 
worry than that their forefathers’ bloodstains might be 
ineradicable; it was that they were all too eradicable. 

We can summarize all this by saying that Hawthorne’s 
evocations of Puritan times gave him a guilty identity, 
lohich was better than none. Hawthorne retreats into his¬ 
tory from a contemporary tvorld which is resistant both 
to his talent for finding secret guilt and to his unsteady 
sense of inner worthiness; yet once imaginatively engaged 
in history, he feels his ancestors’ presence as an oppressive 
force of intimidation. We have not yet established why 
this should be so, but the reader may already agree that 
Hawthorne was an insecure man whose difficulties in rec¬ 
onciling the claims of fantasy and conscience would nec¬ 
essarily color his re-creations of the past. 

As Roy Harvey Pearce has noted, the most compelling 
of Hawthorne’s Colonial tales are those that make us feel 
a hidden oneness between the party of rebellion and the 
party of rule. Without accepting Pearce’s moral inference 
from this fact,^^ we can observe that the fact itself is un- 

behind it. He was no very profound democrat, but he felt strongly 
antipathetic to the new aristocracy of money that had left the 
Hathornes behind. 

n. See “Hawthorne and the Sense of the Past, or, The Immor¬ 
tality of Major Molineu.x,” ELH, XXI (December 1954), 327-49. This 
valuable essay deals with the same themes and the same tales that 
will concern us in the next few chapters. In my opinion Pearce aptly 
characterizes the spirit of Hawthorne’s best historical work, but is 
mistaken in thinking that Hawthorne offers us the lesson that "if to 
become more than we are, we must destroy something in ourselves, 
then we cannot forget ■what it is we destroy” (p. 330). Pearce says 




THE SENSE OF THE PAST 


39 


surprising. The stylized contests between sin and punish¬ 
ment, fancy and disillusion, in Hawthorne’s plots gain 
their urgency from private conflict: oppressors and the 
oppressed are symbolically parts of a single mind. When 
the Puritans and hedonists in “The Maypole of Merry 
Mount” become “intermixed” into a picture of the mo¬ 
ment “when waking thoughts start up amid the scattered 
fantasies of a dream,” they are only bringing into meta¬ 
phorical statement a connection that subsists between all 
historical enemies, and indeed benveen all antagonists of 
whatever sort, throughout Ha^vthorne’s fiction. 

It is fairly easy to show that Hawthorne’s most intense 
and memorable historical tales obey this pattern. But if 
our claim about history’s meaning for Hawthorne has any 
real validity, it should also apply to lower-keyed tvorks 
which seem more genuinely antiquarian. As a test case we 
may take “The Gray Champion,” in which, according to 
Pearce, history is nothing more than an “object,” some¬ 
thing to be factually recaptured.^- Does this tale try the 
hypothesis that Hawthorne’s Puritans always embody a 
brutal suppression of instinct, and that he characteristi¬ 
cally reduces political and religious questions to elemental 
struggles for domination? 

Without making grand claims for the importance or 
complexity of “The Gray Champion,” we can say that it 
illustrates much of what we have been expounding as most 
Hawthornian. Its ostensible subject is a legend of demo- 

that the discovery of guilt and righteousness in history, along with 
the same discovery in the present, “make the whole that is Haw¬ 
thorne’’ (p. 339). This exaggerates not only the extent to which 
Hawthorne is an historical writer, but also his moral detachment from 
his themes. Hawthorne never so much as hints that we can be im¬ 
proved by recalling “what it is we destroy.” When (often with irony) 
lie does suggest that times have bettered, he always stresses the burial 
and jorgelling of past unpleasantness. Pearce’s moral is a healthy 
one, but it is not Hawthorne’s. 

12. Ibid., p. 348. 
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cratic resistance to the power of James II, and its ostensible 
moral purpose is to show “the deformity of any govern¬ 
ment that does not grow out of the nature of things and 
the character of the people’’ (I, 26). Yet the tale really 
implies that authority can only be overmatched by greater 
authority. The Gray Cliampion who magically arrives to 
repel the representatives of the Crown is anything but an 
epitome of democracy. With his “face of antique majesty” 
(I, 26), his hoary beard, and his sword and staff, he is 
the image of a patriarch, and it is this image alone that 
wins the day. The whole tale could be described as a con¬ 
test of paternal figures, with various powers—including 
Sir Edmund Andros, Governor Bradstreet, the gatherecl 
ministers of the colony, the Gray Champion himself, and 
by proxy the Pope and the King of England—all vying 
to exploit the colonists’ “filial love which had invariably 
secured their allegiance to the mother country” (I, 21). 
The Gray Champion triumphs merely through his aura 
of being the “chief ruler” (I, 28) on the scene. 

Furthermore, the people whom the Gray Champion 
rescues from English tyranny arc deftly undermined in 
their pretense of standing for justice and freedom. The 
ministers of each parish egotistically compete to see who 
can assume the most “apostolic dignity” so as to deserve 
“the crown of martyrdom” (I, 24), while the old soldiers 
surviving from Cromwell’s age arc “smiling grimly at the 
thought that their aged arms miglit strike another blow 
against the house of Stuart” (I, 23). “Merc, also,” Haw¬ 
thorne adds, “were the veterans of King Philip’s war, who 
had burned villages and slaugiitcred young and old, with 
pious fierceness, while tlie godly souls throughout the land 
were helping them with prayer” (I, 23). The irony of this 
is of course overpotvering. Tliougli the talc opens on a 
note of indignation against those who tried “to take away 
our liberties and endanger our religion” (I, 21), and though 
it ends by declaring that New England’s sons will always 
“vindicate their ancestry” (I, 31) by opposing domestic or 
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foreign tyranny, the intervening pages expose these atti¬ 
tudes as absurd. The ancestry of the New England colonists 
is precisely what they are rejecting, and they are doing so 
not by meeting tyranny with freedom but by setting up a 
rival system of ancestor-^vorship. 

Lest the reader doubt that Hawthorne could have meant 
to handle a patriotic theme so disdainfully, we shall con¬ 
sider one further tale in ^vhich a similar situation is pre¬ 
sented. “Endicott and the Red Cross” has been taken by 
most critics as a glorification of the revolutionary spirit. 
As usual, Hawthorne’s opening and closing paragraphs— 
and no others—provide the basis for this straightforward 
reading. Our ancestors in the reign of Charles I are said to 
have “resolved that their infant country should not fall 
without a struggle, even beneath the giant strength of the 
King’s right arm” (I, 485)-a stirring formula whose char¬ 
acterization of America as an infant country sympatheti¬ 
cally ignores the fact that Massachusetts was a chartered 
colony of the Crown. And in a closing flight of rhetoric 
Hawthorne explicitly identifies Endicott, who has cou¬ 
rageously ripped the cross from the English banner, with 
the forthcoming spirit of the Revolution. “And forever 
honored be the name of Endicott! ” (I, 493 )» cries Haw¬ 
thorne. But again, the bulk of the tale imparts a Swiftian 
flavor to such claims. Like the Gray Champion, Endicott is 
a grizzled patriarch who displays the Puritan narrowness 
and ferocity rather than the infant’s helplessness or the 
adolescent idealism of a Nathan Hale. Nor should we be 
easily stirred by his illogical peroration against Charles 1 . 
Appealing only to the Puritans’ bigoted sense that they are 
God’s chosen people, he obscures their legal ties to the 
King: and when he concludes grandiosely by asking. What 
have we to do with England?” (I, 493), Hawthorne’s im¬ 
plied answer is obvious. 

Though Hawthorne is superficially depicting the Eng¬ 
lish and the colonists as oppressor and oppressed, he has 
taken great pains to create the opposite impression. While 
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the Puritans are gatliered in martial order, the only royal¬ 
ists on hand happen to be in the stocks and the pillory, 
sentenced respectively lor Episcopalianisin and for having 
toasted the King. Their cries of “sacrilegious wretch!” and 
“treason!” (I, 493) are unheeded by Endicott, but surely 
not by the discerning reader. Again, Avhen Endicott pom¬ 
pously claims that the colony ^vas founded “for liberty to 
worship God according to our conscience” (I, 491), he is 
refuted viva voce by another religious prisoner, a “Wanton 
Gospeller” who “had dared to give interpretations of Holy 
Writ unsanctioned by the infallible judgment of the civil 
and religious rulers” (I, 487). The presence of the mild 
and tolerant Roger Williams, ^vho is silenced contemptu¬ 
ously by Endicott, serves the same function. And in this 
tale Hawthorne has surpassed his own high standard in 
portraying Puritan sadism. Besides the victims already 
named, there are a woman ^vearing a cleft stick on her 
tongue for having spoken against an elder of the church; 
various people with cropped ears, branded cheeks, and slit 
nostrils; a man condemned for life to wear a halter around 
his neck: and the prototype of Hester Prynne, a hand.some 
and pitiable young woman ^vearing a capital A on the 
breast of her gown. It is not by chance that Endicott’s 
polished breastplate reflects a bloody wolf’s-head nailed to 
the porch of the Salem meeting house. The atmosphere 
of the town is one of intense bigotry and despotism, and 
Endicott’s professed love of freedom is mocked both by his 
savage demeanor and by his incriminating suiToundings. 

These examples may suffice to show that Hawthorne was 
no propagandist of the revolutionary character; they might 
almost make him out to be a Loyalist in disguise. In reality, 
hoAvever, he is an ironical observer of antagonists whose 
self-justifying slogans are meaningless on both sides. Power, 
he implies, makes a tyrant of anyone who seizes it, and 
history is a series of inessential reversals in which unjust 
rulers are supplanted by soon-to-be-unjust rebels. To draw 
any political moral from this pattern would be to falsify its 
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sub-rational, automatic quality. It is the fixed nientalily of 
tyrants and pretenders that gives each tale its total form; 
the moment of glorious defiance, of “freedom,” is balanced 
against the massed evidence that nothing in the eternal 
relationship of dominators to dominated is likely to change. 

If we ask why Hawthorne’s imagination dwelt on these 
substitutions of one intolerant patriarch for another, ^ve 
will not find an ansAver in the objective facts of American 
history. Hawthorne Avas perfectly aAvare that the nature of 
rule had changed since Puritan times; yet this arvareness 
held no dramatic interest for him. It is clear that in some 
private Avay be Avas draAvn to exaggerate the cruelty, fear¬ 
someness, and guilt of historical personages, and to treat 
history more as nightmare than as panorama. We have 
already suggested that this must be connected to his oppres¬ 
sive sense of his OAvn ancestry, and that this sense in turn 
is related to poAverful internal inhibitions of instinct and 
fantasy. To substantiate and specify this latter idea, Ave 
must now turn from relatively literal historical tales to 
those in which HaAvthorne alloAvs himself freer license to 
reAvrite the past in the language of his own ambivalence. 


Ill 


Brotherly Love 


“Incest IS, like many other incorrect things, a 
circumstance/' 


very poetical 
—SHELLEY 


At the very beginning and very end of his career Haw¬ 
thorne produced halting, fragmentary works of fiction 
which are of peculiar interest for their revelation of essen¬ 
tial themes. What is subtle and even problematical in his 
more polished writing leaps plainly into view in these 
otherwise incoherent works; we can watch him first try¬ 
ing to subdue, and later trying to fend away from con¬ 
sciousness, obsessive attitudes that are successfully subli¬ 
mated elsewhere. In a psychologically oriented study we 
must ask the reader to be more patient with such works 
than their aesthetic value might warrant; like other ruins, 
they offer special opportunities for knowledge because 
their inmost structure is directly exposed to us. 

The chief example of such a work before the late 
romances is “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” one of the two sur¬ 
viving narratives from Hawthorne’s first collection, “Seven 
Tales of My Native Land.” ^ The story as we have it is not 
the original version, which Hawthorne tells us escaped 
burning only because it “chanced to be in kinder custody” 
(XII, 282) when he destroyed his early works. Rather, it is 


1. See Adkins, Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 
XXXIX, 121-6. The other conjectured survivor, “The Hollow of 
the Three Hills," is better controlled than “Alice Doane’s Appeal” 
but highly similar in theme and atmosphere. 
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a reworking and probably an incorporation of that version 
into an autobiographical frametvork, so that we are now 
reading a story within a story. Indeed, three distinct plot- 
strands, ineptly and confusingly joined, need to be distin¬ 
guished in the surviving tale. There is a legend of murder 
and confession in early Salem; an historical pageant of the 
Salem witch hangings, presented by the Hawthornian nar¬ 
rator as the final scene of his evocation of the past; and 
finally, the story of the narrator’s relating these episodes 
to two modern young ladies on a tour of Salem’s Gallows 
Hill .2 

Of the three components, the narrator’s modern plot 
has received the least critical attention; and even the mur¬ 
der plot has been dismissed as “unimportant, an incidental 
means to a large end.’’ ® This end, according to one theory, 
is to communicate to present readers a sense of inherited 
historical guilt, so that they may “assume the moral respon¬ 
sibilities, the guilt and righteousness,’’ stemming from our 
national past."* If this was Hawthorne’s aim, however, some 
bosom serpent compelled him to th^vart it at nearly every 
point. His own generation of readers is represented only 
by the narrator and the two ladies who, he assures us gal¬ 
lantly, would have been at home in Paradise (XII, 279)- 
All the emphasis in the “storytelling” part of the plot falls 
on the inapplicability of the historical material to the senti¬ 
mental and complacent nineteenth century; the narrator 

2. However fictional this outer frame of the tale may be, it is 
clear that Hawthorne wants us to think of himself as the narrating 
“I.” He speaks of his Salem ancestry and the burning of his early 
works, and alludes to his role as a contributor to The ToAen—which 
is further grounds for believing that the narrator’s part was added 
at some point after the tale was submitted to The Token in 1830 
and before it was published there in 1835. 

3. Pearce, ELH, XXI, 337!. 

4. Ibid., 337. Cf. Leslie Fiedler’s theory that “Alice Doane’s 
Appeal’’ is a Gothic “parable of the American Revolution’’ {Love 
and Death in the American Novel, p. 43). 
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is hard put to keep the ladies’ attention, indeed to keep 
them from giggling at his efforts to move them. The comic 
wistfulness of The House of the Seven Gables and the self- 
critical irony of TJ^e Blithedale Romance are thus already 
discernible, and these qualities undermine any moralistic 
lesson. Hawthorne is ultimately less interested in his story’s 
moral effect than in the narrator’s private reasons for want¬ 
ing to produce such an effect. It is true that the narrator, 
like one side of Hawthorne, wants us to be horrified by 
recalling the spot “where guilt and frenzy consummated 
the most execrable scene that our history blushes to record’’ 
(XII, 280); but it is also true that another side of Haw¬ 
thorne seems embarrassed by this rhetoric and anxious to 
neutralize it. 

We may begin to see why such embarrassment is called 
for by examining the atmosphere of the historical pageant 
at the end of the tale. As we might anticipate by now, Haw¬ 
thorne’s depiction of an injustice in which his own great- 
great-grandfather was implicated is full of anxiety and 
disgust. The narrator strives to communicate “the deep, 
unutterable loathing and horror, the indignation, the 
affrighted wonder, that wrinkled every brow, and filled the 
universal heart’’ (XII, 293). As he introduces the alleged 
witches he stresses the vicious fantasy and projection be¬ 
hind the charges, which are nevertheless effective in intim¬ 
idating the accused. One condemned woman does not even 
know why she is being marched off to execution; a once- 
proud man is “so broken down by the intolerable hatred 
heaped upon him’’ (XII, 293) that he yearns for death; 
and another woman is “distracted by the universal mad¬ 
ness, till feverish dreams were remembered as realities, and 
she almost believed her guilt” (XII, 293). Again, a mother 
“groaned inwardly yet with bitterest anguish, for there 
was her little son among the accusers” (XII, 293). As in 
Hawthorne’s scenes of accusation generally, victims and 
persecutors are caught up in a collective shame, a cringing 
before the human spirit’s war upon itself. 
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Such scenes are never dispassionately recounted in Haw¬ 
thorne’s fiction; there is, invariably, a surplus of uneasiness 
and cruelty that spills over into the narrative tone. Whether 
or not the narrator is a created character, he always gets 
seized by the combined fear and contempt that Hawthorne 
customarily shows toward Puritan tyrants—especially an¬ 
cestral ones. In the present case John Hathorne does not 
appear in person, but another figure may be said to stand 
in his place. Here is the climax of the procession: 

Behind their victims came the afflicted, a guilty and 
miserable band; villains who had thus avenged themselves 
on their enemies, and viler wretches, whose cowardice 
had destroyed their friends; lunatics, whose ravings had 
chimed in with the madness of the land; and children, 
who had played a game that the imps of darkness might 
have envied them, since it disgraced an age, and dipped a 
people’s hands in blood. In the rear of the procession 
rode a figure on horseback, so darkly conspicuous, so 
sternly triumphant, that my hearers mistook him for the 
visible presence of the fiend himself; but it was only his 
good friend. Cotton Mather, proud of his well-won dig¬ 
nity, as the representative of all the hateful features of his 
time; the one blood-thirsty man, in whom were concen¬ 
trated those vices of spirit and errors of opinion that suf¬ 
ficed to madden the whole surrounding multitude. (XIII, 

294) 

Surely the bitterness of this paragraph was not inspired 
by an objective study of Cotton Mather’s peripheral role 
in the Salem trials. This Mather is a scapegoat, an object 
of all the undischarged emotion that has accumulated 
through the episode. As a figure of tyrannical authority, 
he of course resembles Endicott in “Endicott and the Red 
Cross”; but here there is no ambiguity of patriotism, no 
ironic balancing-off of rival tyrannies. Rather, there is a 
concentrated outburst of hatred against the arch-tormen- 
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tor. And the loss of control over thematic material is 
evidenced by the next development. The narrator, who 
has hitherto failed to engage the emotions of his two audi¬ 
tors, “plunged into my imagination for a blacker horror, 
and a deeper woe, and pictured the scaffold—” (XII, 294). 
But at this moment the two ladies begin to tremble and 
weep, and the historical evocation abruptly stops. The 
narrator has finally succeeded in his effort to find “whether 
truth were more powerful than fiction” (XII, 292), but the 
kind of truth that has reduced both him and his two friends 
to near-hysteria is psychological, not historical. It is the 
faithful reflection of repressed hostility, whatever the real 
object of that hostility may be. 

This fact, I think, provides us with a reason—admittedly 
a vague one—for most of the contradictions and false starts 
in “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” Far from tutoring us about the 
moral meaning of our past, Hawthorne is \vholly occupied 
in mastering an imaginative over-involvement in that past. 
But it is not “history” per se that upsets him; exactly the 
same emotions that color the Cotton Mather scene are 
apparent in the one that precedes it, ending the “Alice 
Doane” segment of the tale. It seems reasonable to ask 
whether both plots may not hold the same inner signifi¬ 
cance for Hawthorne—whether the emotional imbalance of 
one may not be explained by the thematic emphasis of the 
other. Instead of being “incidental” to the moral about 
history, the main plot of “Alice Doane’s Appeal” suggests 
an explanation for Hawthorne’s furtiveness about history 
—not just here, I would add, but everywhere in his fiction. 

Here is a summary of this main plot, much of which is 
itself hastily summarized by the narrator. Leonard Doane, 
a young Salemite who as a child has been orphaned by an 
Indian raid, conceives a wild hatred for a stranger, Walter 
Brome. The cause is an affection that the wicked sophis¬ 
ticate Walter feels for Leonard’s beautiful and virtuous 
sister Alice. When Walter taunts Leonard “w'ith indubi- 
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table proofs of the shame of Alice” (XII, 286), Leonard 
murders him. Leonard confesses the deed to an old wizard 
who, it transpires, had prearranged everything that has 
happened thus far. In the shadowy company of the wizard, 
Alice and Walter make a midnight visit to a graveyard 
containing all the dead in Salem’s history, and are treated 
to a spectral pageant. The sinful souls of the damned are 
joined by “fiends counterfeiting the likeness of departed 
saints” (XII, 290). The whole evil group, we learn, is 
assembled to revel in the wizard’s successful machinations, 
which become doubly horrible when Walter Brome is re¬ 
vealed to have been Leonard’s long-lost brother. But the 
story ends on a note of triumphant virtue: Alice gets 
Walter’s ghost to absolve her from guilt, and the bad 
spirits flee “as from the sinless presence of an angel” 
(XII, 292). 

It takes very little reflection to see that these Gothic 
cliches of plotting are tied to a concern with incest. Most 
obviously, Alice Doane may have committed incest with 
Walter Brome, her brother. Understandably, though, the 
question is thickly cloaked in ambiguity. Hawthorne as¬ 
sures us of Alice’s spotless virtue, but then hints at her 
“undefinable, but powerful interest in the unknown 
youth” (XII, 286). Next come the “indubitable proofs of 
shame,” but they turn out to be less than indubitable; 
Leonard is “now tortured by the idea of his sister s guilt, 
yet sometimes yielding to a conviction of her purity” 
(XII, 287). The wizard’s fiendish laughter at Leonard’s 
story of revenge suggests that perhaps Alice was innocent 
after all. Then, however, we discover that the wizard had 
“cunningly devised that Walter Brome should tempt his 
unknown sister to guilt and shame (XII, 29ih) seem¬ 
ingly a plain indication that the act took place. Yet in the 
very next sentence the graveyard fiends are described as 
eager to learn whether the wizard s plan was really con¬ 
summated; and we are finally left to infer, not without 
misgiving, that the ghost’s “absolving her from every 
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Stain” (XII, 292) includes not only a disavowal of Alice’s 
loillingness to commit incest, but a rejection of the idea 
that the act occurred at all. 

However much this vacillation may be due to Haw¬ 
thorne’s own discomfort with the subject of incest, its 
immediam reference in the story is to Leonard Doane’s 
mind. His intense affection for his sister, which he likes 
to think of as a consecrated fervor” (XII, 284), verges into 
sexual passion, and his no less intense hatred for Walter 
Brome is composed at least in part of sexual jealousy. 
These facts are established in Leonard’s confession to the 
wizard, which we must quote at length: 

Searching,” continued Leonard, “into the breast of 
Walter Brome, I at length found a cause why Alice must 
inevitably love him. For he was my very counterpart! I 
compared his mind by each individual portion, and as a 
whole, with mine. There was a resemblance from which I 
shrunk with sickness, and loathing, and horror, as if my 
own features had come and stared upon me in a solitary 
place, or had met me in struggling through a crowd. Nay! 
the very same thoughts would often express themselves in 
the same words from our lips, proving a hateful sympathy 
in our secret souls. His education, indeed, in the cities of 
the old world, and mine in this rude wilderness, had 
wrought a superficial difference. The evil of his character, 
also, had been strengthened and rendered prominent by 
a reckless and ungoverned life, while mine had been 
softened and purified by the gentle and holy nature of 
Alice. But my soul had been conscious of the germ of all 
the fierce and deep passions, and of all the many varieties 
of wickedness, which accident had brought to their full 
maturity in him. Nor will I deny that, in the accursed 
one, I could sec the withered blossom of every virtue, 
which, by a happier culture, had been made to bring forth 
fiuit in me. Now, here was a man whom Alice might love 
with all the strength of sisterly affection, added to that 
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impure passion which alone engrosses all the heart. The 
stranger would have more than the love which had been 
gathered to me from the many graves of our household— 
and I be desolate!” (XII, 285) 

Only the most gullible reader could take Leonard’s rea¬ 
soning at the end of this passage at face value. He tries 
to discriminate between “sisterly affection,” whose appro¬ 
priate object is himself, and “impure passion,” which can 
be directed only to a stranger like Walter; yet Walter is 
his “very counterpart”! In effect he attributes incestuous 
feelings to his sister by saying that she must be attracted 
to Walter because Walter resembles him. The reason 
Leonard shrinks from the resemblance “with sickness, and 
loathing, and horror” is that his counterpart’s frankly 
sexual interest in Alice points up his own surreptitious 
one. The alter ego to whom all vices are permitted has 
boasted of enacting Leonard’s most secret wish. As so often 
happens in nineteenth-century plots,® and as we see most 
clearly in Hawthorne’s own unfinished romances, incestu¬ 
ous desire is thinly masked by a “fortuitous” discovery of 
kin relationship. The plot itself, we might say, has com¬ 
mitted incest. 

Leonard’s recognition of the incestuous basis of his 
hatred for Walter is not quite explicit; yet he acts as if 
he understood this basis, and Hawthorne ensures that we 
too will understand it. The brothers, he says, are “like 
joint possessors of an individual nature, which could not 
become wholly the property of one, unless by the extinc¬ 
tion of the other” (XII, 286). This is to say that in mur¬ 
dering Walter, Leonard becomes Walter, and that he has 
nurtured a “Walter” component of himself all along. 

5. See Mario Praz, The Romanlic Agony, tr. Angus Davidson 
(New York, 1951), passim. This study, first published in 1930, re¬ 
mains a valuable guide to the less sublime side of Romantic self- 
revelation. 
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Indeed, the first mention of Leonard is that he is a young 
man “characterized by a diseased imagination and morbid 
feelings” (XII, 284). Alice’s excellent influence is said to be 
“not enough to cure the deep taint of his nature” (XII, 
284)—a mordant irony, for Alice’s influence is precisely 
Leonard’s problem. His buried passion for her turns his 
otherwise just indignation at Walter’s villainy into an 
“insane hatred that had kindled his heart into a volume 
of hellish flame” (XII, 285!.). And most significantly, when 
he has killed Walter he feels guilty not just for the murder 
but for something less easily formulated. He finds himself 
“shuddering with a deeper sense of some unutterable 
crime, perpetrated, as he imagined, in madness or a dream” 
(XII, 287). Can there be any question of what crime Haw¬ 
thorne has in mind? 

It appears, then, that at the outset of his effort to “open 
an intercourse with the world” (I, 17) Hawthorne felt 
impelled to treat the most shameful of subjects, and to do 
so in a spirit of turbulent agitation—surely a strange fact 
if we regard him as a gentle moralist whose essence is 
repose. That he was not being sufficiently euphemistic 
about his theme is registered for us by that touchstone of 
popular taste, Samuel Goodrich, who wrote him in 1830 
that while “The Gentle Boy” and “My Kinsman, Major 
Molineux” could appear in The Token, “about ‘Alice 
Doane’ I should be more doubtful as to the public appro¬ 
bation.” ® Hawthorne himself never collected or even 
acknowledged the story, despite his padding-out of the 
Twice-Told Tales, the Mosses, and The Snoiu-Image with 
inferior work. Not until 1883 did “Alice Doane’s Appeal” 
get publicly linked with Hawthorne’s name. As Seymour 
L. Gross has argued, the incest theme must have been 
especially prominent in the earlier version of the tale, 
necessitating the addition of the storyteller framework and 

6. Quoted by Adkins, Papers of the Bibliographical Society of 
America, XXXIX, 128. 
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the summarizing of overly vivid scenes^ Everything indi¬ 
cates that Hawthorne was consciously aware that he had 
hit upon dangerously unmanageable material.® 

This brings us to consider the chief technical feature 
of “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” its displacement of attention 
from its implicit center of interest. Part of this displace¬ 
ment takes the form of factual obfuscation as to whether 
Alice really committed incest. Another part consists in the 
narrator’s efforts to make the story palatable to his empty- 
headed lady friends; and indeed, the ladies seem un¬ 
troubled by the most troublesome scenes. This in turn is 
made possible by a convenient ambiguity within the main 
plot. Hawthorne enables the casual reader to see Leonard 
in perfectly conventional terms, as the virtuous brother 
who avenges his sister's honor. It is only by paying atten¬ 
tion to innuendoes that we begin to see the appropriate¬ 
ness of his rage against Walter to his own compromised 
relationship with Alice. And thus we can say that the very 
presence of Walter Brome as a stereotyped villain is a 
Birther instance of displacement in the story. It is con¬ 
venient for both Leonard and Ha^vthorne that Walter is 
so dastardly, for—so goes the popular logic—only a fiendish 
cad would relish the idea of seducing his sister. If, to the 
psychologically-minded reader, Leonard has in effect mur¬ 
dered his personified incest wish, to every other reader 
he has simply been driven to rashness by a noble fraternal 
impulse. 

7. “Hawthorne’s ‘Alice Doane’s Appeal,’ ’’ Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction, X (December 1955), 232-6. 

8. We know, by the way, that Hawthorne’s sister Elizabeth had 
an unusually frank curiosity about incest, and that she investigated 
the question of Byron’s alleged incest with his sister (see Loggins, 
The Hawthornes, pp. 301 f.). Elizabeth is conjectured to have been 
the person who rescued “Alice Doane’s Appeal’’ from burning, and 
according to Lathrop she still “retained some recollection of the 
story” (XH, 9) in her last years, over half a century after its publica¬ 
tion. 
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The principle of displacement also helps us to ofrasp 
the role of the wizard, Avhich is far from admirable on 
aesthetic grounds. Every reader must feel cheated when he 
is told that the wizard has prearranged the greater part 
of the plot; ivith one blow Hawthorne thus cancels all 
the personal motivation he has so carefully established. 
Yet this strikes me as exactly why the wizard is useful. He 
acts as a dcus cx nKichinn ^vdio relieves the other characters 
of responsibility for their compulsions. At the same time— 
and this is typical of Hawthorne’s circular flights from his 
themes—his description of the tv’izard shows us that he 
has been thinking of unconscious compulsion all along. 
Though fiendishly evil, the tvizard is “senseless as an idiot 
and feebler than a child to all better purposes’’ (XII, 284). 
Under certain conditions, tve learn, he “had no power to 
withhold his aid in unravelling the mystery’’ (XII, 288). 
He personifies that portion of the mind which drives men 
to do things they find abhorrent, and if we confront him 
honestly he will reveal his machinations. 

Lastly, but most revealingly, we must examine a dis¬ 
placement at the very heart of the main plot—a symbolic 
substitution of one family figure for another. In an extraor¬ 
dinary passage Leonard recounts to the wizard a vision 
that struck him as Walter Brome lay dead at his feet: 

But it seemed to me that the irrevocable years since child¬ 
hood had rolled back, and a scene, that had long been 
confused and broken in my memory, airayed itself with 
all its first distinctness. Methought I stood a weeping 
infant by my father’s hearth; by the cold and blood¬ 
stained hearth where he lay dead. I heard the childish 
wail of Alice, and rny own cry arose with hers, as we 
beheld the features of our parent, fierce with the strife 
and distorted with the pain, in which his spirit had passed 
away. As I gazed, a cold wind whistled by, and waved my 
fathers hair. Immediately I stood again in the lonesome 
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road, no more a sinless child, but a man of blood, whose 
tears were falling fast over the face of his dead enemy. 
But the delusion was not wholly gone; that face still wore 
a likeness of my father; and because my soul shrank from 
the fixed glare of the eyes, I bore the body to the lake... 
(XII, 287) 

We must thank Hyatt Waggoner for stressing the power 
of these lines—and we must question his belief that they 
have no relevance to the rest of the story.® They are irrele¬ 
vant only in the sense of reaching a level of ultimate 
motivation that supersedes Leonard’s conscious reasoning. 
Leonard shows us in this moment of vision that by killing 
Walter he is symbolically reliving the murder of a prior 
“dead enemy,” his father. To be sure, it was an Indian 
raiding party that performed the first crime; but Leonard’s 
fantasy ambiguously casts himself in the Indians’ place. 
The open murder of Walter becomes horrible to him by 
virtue of Walter’s resemblance to his father, and we may 
surmise that this resemblance had something to do with 
the urge to kill him. Leonard has seen in Walter a rein¬ 
carnation of the dead parent toward whom, we perceive, 
he has continued to harbor both hostility and penitence. 
When he has acted upon his hostility he is free to weep 
tears of remorse—tears that are inappropriate to the despi¬ 
cable Walter but not to the dimly remembered father for 
whom he stands. 

No one who is acquainted with psychoanalytic theory 
will be astonished by these inferences. Leonard’s evident 
self-blame for a murder he did not commit is paralleled 
by any number of case-histories in which the accidental 
death of a consciously revered person—most often a parent 
—has touched off fantasies of guilt and symptoms of neu¬ 
rosis.^® Nor should we be surprised at the emergence, 

9. Hawthorne (1963 ed.), pp. 52!. 

10. As we shall argue in Chapter 5, the plot of “Roger Malvin’s 
Burial” turns upon exactly this principle of unconscious logic. 
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under great strain, of a patricidal obsession in Leonard’s 
case. If we recognize, as Hawthorne obliges iis to, that 
Leonard’s "diseased imagination and morbid feelings’’ are 
focused Ujion incest wishes, we must find his unresolved 
filial hatred entirely appropriate. That his morbidity is 
directed toward a sister rather than a mother is immate¬ 
rial, for—again following psychoanalytic dogma—this is the 
expected pattern of deflection. Just as Leonard’s brother 
has become psychologically identical with his father, so, 
we might infer, Alice Doane is the recipient of feelings 
whose first object was her mother. The reader is entitled 
to reject this latter inference as extraneous to the text; yet 
he can hardly deny that the story’s twin themes of incest 
and murder are connected by Leonard’s classically Oedipal 
feelings toward a father, a brother, and a sister. There is 
also, of course, room for disagreement as to whether such 
complexity of motivation can be ascribed to so imper¬ 
fectly rendered a character as Leonard. As we found in 
“The Maypole of Merry Mount,” the implied motivation 
resides rather in imagery and plot-configuration than in 
direct authorial statements; we are free to choose between 
attaching it to Leonard and calling it self-revelation on 
Hawthorne’s part.^^ Either view is acceptable so long as 
we recognize the nature of the feelings that govern the 
general atmosphere of the tale. 

Given the emergence of an actual fantasy of patricide 
in the main plot, we are now in a better position to under¬ 
stand the spirit of the concluding, and supposedly irrele- 

11. This is Waggoner’s view; the cleatli-memory is coherent, he 
says, only in the light of such circumstances as "the death of Haw¬ 
thorne’s own father when Hawthorne was four, the neuroticism of 
his mother and his elder sister, his own years of unhappy seclusion, 
his feeling that he had been ‘saved’ by his marriage, his lifelong 
restlessness.. {Hawthorne, p. 52)' 1 agree with the spirit of this 
statement, and would only add that the whole of "y\lice Doane s 
Appeal,” not just one passage, reveals the same unresolved conflict. 
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vant, witch-hanging scene. For it is no exaggeration to say 
that Hawthorne ends his tale on a patricidal note. The 
arch-villain Cotton Mather is blamed for all the false 
incrimination of the time, including, we might repeat, the 
accusation of a “little son” against his mother (XII, 293). 
Just as Leonard Doane’s dead father apparently survives 
in repressed fantasy, even after remorseful tears have been 
shed over his surrogate, so the tale abruptly ends in the 
shadow of a wicked tyrant, unmurdered and newly deserv¬ 
ing of that fate. An irrational impulse of vengeance thus 
connects the “fictitious” part of the story to the “antiquar¬ 
ian” part. It would be far-fetched, of course, to say that 
the “deep, unutterable loathing and horror” (XII, 293) of 
the witch-hanging scene are really evoked by the “unutter¬ 
able crime” (XII, 287) of Leonard’s thoughts; the literal 
situation is sufficient to account for any degree of agony. 
Wffiat we can say is that Ha^vthorne or the narrator treats 
the two parts of the story in the same spirit—that the fan¬ 
tasy which is fairly explicit in one plot-fragment has not 
been wholly subdued in the narration of the other. 

This fact is made especially clear by the transitional 
scene that separates the two fragments. We may recall that 
Alice is finally absolved from guilt by the ghost of Walter 
Bi'omc, who appears at a midnight convocation of fiends 
and damned souls, representing all the early founders of 
Salem. Such a scene is clearly meant as fiction, yet it must 
akso draw upon Hawthorne’s sense of his early ancestors. 
The most striking feature of the ghostly pageant is that 
nearly every personage is described in terms of family rela¬ 
tionship—“the gray ancestor,” “the aged mother,” “the 
children,” “husbands and tvives,” “young mothers” and 
“their first babes” (XII, 289!.). In the place of real fathers 
there arc seemingly admirable authorities: “old defenders 
of the infant colony,” “pastors of the church, famous 
among the New England clergy” (XII, 290). When the 
narrator suddenly confesses that all these shapes, many of 
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which were loved and respected in life, are really lost souls, 
the nature of their damnation is hinted: 

The countenances of those venerable men, whose very 
features had been hallowed by lives of piety, were con¬ 
torted now by intolerable pain or hellish passion, and 
now by an unearthly and derisive merriment. Had the 
pastors prayed, all saintlike as they seemed, it had been 
blasphemy. The chaste matrons, too, and the maidens w’ith 
untasted lips, who had slept in their virgin graves apart 
from all other dust, now wore a look from which the tw'o 
trembling mortals shrank, as if the unimaginable sin of 
twenty worlds were collected there. The faces of fond 
lovers, even of such as had pined into the tomb, because 
there their treasure was, were bent on one another with 
glances of hatred and smiles of bitter scorn, passions that 
are to devils what love is to the blest. (XII, sgof.) 

This is the first of many such scenes in Hawthorne’s fic¬ 
tion, where the entire population of a town will be accused 
of some undefined wickedness of heart. Here the customary 
circumlocution—“the unimaginable sin of twenty worlds” 
—seems less euphemistic in view of the similar language 
that has been applied to Leonard Doane’s sense of guilt. 
We must consider, as well, that the main emphasis of the 
passage falls on guilty sexual thoughts; that Leonard and 
Alice, the embodiments of incestuous love, are shrinking 
from the spectacle; and that all these damned spectres turn 
out to have gathered in order to delight in Walter and 
Alice’s incest. Thus the idea of past generations here is in 
keeping with the story’s theme; in some tentative, un¬ 
formulated sense, ancestry is associated wfith incestry. 

We may note in passing that a similar argument could 
be drawm from certain images which link one part of the 
tale to another. Gallows Hill, for example, where the 
narrator tells his story to the giddy maidens, is said to be 
covered with wood-wax, a “deceitful verdure’ ’ (XII, 279) 
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that simulates grass and in one season puts forth glorious 
yellow blossoms. From a distance the effect is quite lovely. 
“But the curious wanderer on the hill,” says the narrator 
portentously, “will perceive that all the grass, and every¬ 
thing that should nourish man or beast, has been destroyed 
by this vile and ineradicable ^veed: its tufted roots make 
the soil their own, and permit nothing else to vegetate 
among them; so that a physical curse may be said to have 
blasted the spot, where guilt and frenzy consummated the 
most execrable scene that our history blushes to record” 
(XII, 280). The wood-wax bears a symbolic relevance to 
the story that is about to be told in its midst. Leonard’s 
helpless subjection to incestuous feeling, resting on the 
apparent purity of his affection for Alice, is comparable 
to the usurpation of everything natural by the speciously 
beautiful weed; only on close inspection, Hawthorne im¬ 
plies, do we see that certain gro^vths and blossoms of the 
personality have exacted a terrible sacrifice. But the imme¬ 
diate reference of the image is, of course, to the witch 
trials. Probably without conscious intention, Hawthorne 
blames his ancestors not just for theological error, but for 
a “guilt and frenzy” whose sources lie deep in unnatural 
feeling; Leonard Doane’s murder of a man \vho shares 
his own motives is a psychological counterpart to what 
the Ne\v England magistrates did in 1692. The vile and 
ineradicable weed of incestuous obsession has done its 
utmost to choke off every rival theme in Hawthorne’s tale. 

No ^vonder, then, that Ha^vthorne’s narrator hesitates 
to begin his story, backs away in disgust from his own 
descriptions, and vacillates between erotic insinuation, 
sarcasm, and apology. Hawthorne himself, we must sup¬ 
pose, shares his narrator’s “dread of renewing my acquaint¬ 
ance with fantasies that had lost their charm in the cease¬ 
less flux of mind” (XII, 283). “Alice Doane’s Appeal” is 
striking evidence that Hawthorne’s own sense of guilt, 
rooted in the twin themes of incest and patricide, informs 
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his idea of history and sabotages his efforts at moral objec¬ 
tivity. For Hawthorne, as we shall continue to show, the 
sense of the past is nothing other than the sense of sym¬ 
bolic family conflict writ large. 

12. Cf. Ernest Jones: “...forefathers are jisychologically notliing 
but fathers at a slight remove.” (Essays in Al)l)lie(l Psycho-Analysis, 
Voi. II: Essays in Folklore, Anthropology, and Religion [London, 
1951], p. 163.) 
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Suhimssion and Revolt 


From the beginning... the idea, the central legend that 1 
wished my book to express—had not changed. And this central 
idea was this: the deepest search in life, it seemed to me, the 
thing that in one way or another was central to all living was 
man’s search to find a father, not merely the father of his flesh, 
not merely the lost father of his youth, but the image of a 
strength and wisdom external to his need and superior to his 
hunger, to which the belief and power of his own life could 
be united. — thomas wolfe 


Let US not overestimate the distance tve have traveled thus 
far. \Ve have seen that the material of Puritan history has 
a private and symbolic meaning for Hawthorne’s imagi¬ 
nation, and we have examined one instance of the eruption 
of this meaning through the shattered surface of a fictional 
plot. But to say that an obsessive theme dominates so un¬ 
finished a Avork as “Alice Doane’s Appeal’’ is to have proved 
very little about Hawthorne’s power as a writer. The real 
question is whether his acknowledged successes, with their 
wholeness of effect and their real or seeming consistency 
of overt theme, also amount to “psychological romance’’ 
in the sense we have been developing. Are we justified in 
declaring that Hawthorne’s filial symbolism remains dis¬ 
cernible in his most effective plots, and in fact determines 
their form? ^Vith this in mind I propose to consider two 
tales which, though nearly opposite in appeal, have been 
accepted as masterpieces by different generations of readers. 
“The Gentle Boy” was the most popular of Hawthorne’s 
tales in his lifetime, while “My Kinsman, Major Molineux” 
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was nearly ignored then and is universally praised by aca¬ 
demic critics today. There are good reasons why a taste for 
one of these stories tends to exclude a taste for the other- 
reasons that are cultural as well as intrinsically literary. 
But if our approach in terms of psychological patterns is 
warranted, it should reveal in both ivorks a common sub¬ 
stratum of attitude and a common logic of motivation. 

The most obvious difference betiveen these tales is one 
of technique. “The Gentle Boy” is a relatively plausible, 
literal story that is narrated with circumstantial ampli¬ 
tude: in contrast, “My Kinsman, Major Molineux” has the 
dreamlike traits of economy, abrupt transitions, implau¬ 
sible scenes, and exaggerations of silence, noise, and light¬ 
ing. No less important, however, is a difference in emo¬ 
tional effect. Emotion is frozen in symbolism in “My 
Kinsman,” breaking through only at the climactic moment 
of the plot. “The Gentle Boy,” however, provides a super¬ 
abundance of immediate feeling—so much, in fact, that 
Hawthorne himself admitted that “nature here led [me] 
deeper into the universal heart than art has been able to 
follow” (cited by Lathrop, I, ii). Such a fault was more 
easily forgiven by Ha^vthorne’s contemporaries than by 
the modern reader, ^vho may be embarrassed by sentiment 
but fascinated by symbolic intricacy and ironic restraint. 
It was, we may imagine, largely the self-indulgent aspect 
of “The Gentle Boy” that made it the favorite of Sophia 
Hawthorne and others. Yet granted this difference, I sub¬ 
mit that the two stories are alike in theme, and that both 
display Hawthorne’s knack of simultaneously analyzing 
and indulging a psychological excess whose ultimate refer¬ 
ence is Oedipal. 

The appeal of “The Gentle Boy” seems at first to be a 
matter of primitive identification with a martyred hero 
and of cautionary emphasis on domestic, especially mater¬ 
nal, values. The story of a fatherless lad of six who is killed 
by negligence and malice is calculated to reinforce the 
female reader’s dedication to hearth and nursery. Ilbrahim, 
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the sweet infant of the skies that had strayed atvay from 
his home” (I, 97) in "Wordsivorthian style, appears to be 
singularly exempt from Haivthorne’s usual irony of char¬ 
acterization. He is a figure of incalculable worth; simply 
to be his mother would be the reader’s most sacred privi¬ 
lege. At the same time, the scarcity of decent adults in 
the tale encourages the reader to put himself directly in 
Ilbrahim’s place. “The others” are a contemptible lot: 
“all the inhabitants of this miserable world closed up their 
impure hearts against him, dretv back their earth-soiled 
garments from his touch, and said, ‘We are holier than 
thou’ ” (I, 97). Thus Hawthorne’s tale of childhood aims 
a message of self-pity at the surviving child in each of us; 
by identifying ourselves with Ilbrahim we can renew our 
conviction that we have been tragically underestimated 
and mistreated by the world in general and by our parents 
in particular. 

This is to say that the plot of “The Gentle Boy,” with 
its buffeting of the child-hero from real parents to foster 
parents to the grave, springs from a masochistic fantasy. 
In this respect it partakes of the Victorian tradition of fic¬ 
tional childhood; one thinks especially of Dickens and 
Charlotte Bronte. Yet Hawthorne was temperamentally 
unable to exploit a cliche without also exposing its psy¬ 
chological basis. In a story that is clogged with gratuitous 
cruelty and bittersweet suffering, he subtly anatomizes the 
pleasures of both victimizers and victims, and eventually 
arrives at his usual note of philosophic irony. And I am 
reluctant to believe that this side of his tale was completely 
lost on his contemporaries; I suspect that it was some per¬ 
ceived interplay between indulgence and understanding 
that set “The Gentle Boy” apart from numberless other 
stories of abused innocence. 

As in all Hawthorne’s tales employing Puritan history, 
this one sets up a psychological opposition between Puri¬ 
tans and a dissident group, in this case the Quakers. Need¬ 
less to say, the Puritans are represented as arch-sadists who 
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systematically banish, starve, and murder tlieir fellow 
Christians, including llbrahim’s father. A significant point 
of interest has been added, however. In showing how a 
remorseless Puritan minister who preaches against the 
Quakers “had practically learned the meaning of persecu¬ 
tion from Archbishop Laud, and was not now disposed 
to forget the lesson against which he had murmured then” 
( 1 , 98), Hawthorne begins to explore the causality of Puri¬ 
tan sadism. Cruelty has begotten cruelty—a principle that 
is minutely ramified through the entire story. 

The real distinction of “The Gentle Boy” lies not in 
Hawthorne’s analysis of the Puritans but in that of the 
Quakers, tvhose pretensions to divine guidance are under¬ 
cut at every point. Their willingness to be martyred is 
portrayed as the sheerest masochism. “The fines, imprison¬ 
ments, and stripes, liberally distributed by our pious fore¬ 
fathers; the popular antipathy, so strong that it endured 
nearly a hundred years after actual persecution had ceased, 
were attractions as powerful for the Quakers, as peace, 
honor, and reward, would have been for the tvorldly 
minded” (I, 85). This sentence from the tale’s opening 
paragraph sets up an ironical mutuality of gratification 
between the Puritans and the Quakers; the surface irony 
of “liberally distributed” punishments is enriched by the 
consideration that from the Quaker standpoint such be¬ 
havior really is liberal; it is just what the Quakers yearn 
for. Every boat from Europe brings a fresh cargo of appren¬ 
tice sufferers, “eager to testify against the oppression which 
they hoped to share” (I, 85f.); and the height of success is 
reached when, in 1659, “the government of Massachusetts 
Bay indulged two members of the Quaker sect with the 
crown of martyrdom” ( 1 , 86; my italics). When llbrahim’s 
zealous mother, having renounced her plain maternal duty, 
goads the Puritans to “reward me with stripes, imprison¬ 
ment, or death” (1, 101), we can no longer imagine that 
Hawthorne entertains any sympathy for Quaker doctrine. 
He has built his tale on the reciprocity of two fanaticisms 
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which are about equidistant from the “rational piety” 
(I, 104)—that is, normal family sentiment—cherished by 
his nineteenth-century readers.^ 

From the child’s point of view, which is the controlling 
one in this story, there is little to choose between the cruel 
delinquency of the Puritans and the negligent delinquency 
of the Quakers. Both groups are locked in perversions of 
natural impulse; both are incapacitated for parenthood. 
The Quakers, “whose revengeful feelings were not less deep 
because they were inactive” (I, 86), are as prey to sadistic 
fantasies as their enemies. Ilbrahim’s mother, for example, 
in a “flood of malignity which she mistook for inspiration” 
(I, 101), imagines an orgy of destruction for the Puritans: 
“W^oe to them in their death hour, whether it come swiftly 
with blood and violence, or after long and lingering painl” 
(I, 100). And she turns this savagery against herself—and 
indirectly against Ilbrahim—in suppressing her maternal 
feeling and abandoning Ilbrahim to his persecutors. Lest 
we see this merely as a personal quirk, Hawthorne offers 
us the example of an old Quaker leader who boasts of 
having overmastered the “mocking fiend” who told him 
not to desert his daughter on her deathbed. This zealot 
was aided in reaching the “peace and joy” (I, 119) of self- 
congratulation by a Puritan whipping. “I knelt down and 
wrestled with the tempter,” he recalls, “while the scourge 
bit more fiercely into the flesh. My prayer was heard . ..” 
(I, 119). The essence of seventeenth-century Quakerism is 
perceived to be a lust for punishment which significantly 
includes one’s children as well as oneself. 

Thus the exaggerated innocence of Hawthorne’s child- 

I. Hawthorne’s revisions of “The Gentle Roy” for Tzvice-Told 
Tales are instructive. In the later version (which we are using here) 
lie underplayed the political motives for religious persecution, leav¬ 
ing in bolder relief the strictly psychological relationship between 
his Puritans and Quakers. See the perceptive study by Seymour L. 
Gross, “Hawthorne’s Revisions of ‘The Gentle Boy,’ ” American 
Literature, XXVI (May 1954), 196-208. 
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victim is balanced against an especially cutting denigration 
of the two societies that encircle him. As we might expect, 
however, Hawthorne does not rest content with such a 
melodramatic contrast. He turns much of his attention to 
two chaiacters who share ^vith Ilbrahim an entrapment 
between Puritanism and Quakerism, and whose moral role 
is highly equivocal. Dorothy and Tobias Pearson are rela¬ 
tively sympathetic, yet as adults, and especially as foster 
parents, they are not excepted from the general accusation 
of unworthiness that can be felt throughout “The Gentle 
Boy.” In Dorothy, to be sure, we have an embodiment of 
the anti-fanatical, motherly ideal that is negatively estab¬ 
lished by the other characters’ excesses; Dorothy would 
like to substitute Ilbrahim for her own dead children. Yet 
all her ministrations cannot save him from the world’s 
shocks, and he finally makes a point of dying in the arms 
of his own “dearest mother” (I, 125), inferior as she is. 
Hawthorne’s involvement in Ilbrahim’s situation prevails 
over his moral interest; the admirable Dorothy is finally 
ineffectual because, quite simply, she is not Ilbrahim’s real 
mother. 

In the case of Tobias Pearson, Hawthorne manages to 
combine subtle characterization with fidelity to his sym¬ 
bolic pattern. Tobias has been much admired by critics 
for his “Christian ethic” ^ in rescuing Ilbrahim from star¬ 
vation and raising him as a foster son. But Hawthorne 
shows us how Tobias’s Christian ethic itself has derived 
from a certain withdrawal of commitment, a suspect world¬ 
weariness, that has already made him a bad provider for 
his original family (see I, 94). His talent is not so much for 
compassion as for failure, and his conversion to Quakerism 
is presented as a psychological strategy, not a miracle. 

2. See, for example, Male, Haiuthorne’s Tragic Vision, p. 47, 
where tliis phrase occurs; Gross, American Literature, XXVI, 205; 
and Louise Dauner, “The ‘Case’ of Tobias Pearson: Hawthorne and 
the Ambiguities,” American Literature, XXI (January 1950), 464-72. 
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Already alienated from his neighbors and burdened with 
an obscure feeling of guilt, he courts their disapproval of 
his latest aberration. He is attracted to the Quakers partly 
because he despises them: “his contempt, in nowise de¬ 
creasing towards them, grew very fierce against himself; 
he imagined, also, that every face of his acquaintance wore 
a sneer, and that every word addressed to him was a gibe” 
(I, 114). Thus the adoption of Ilbrahim, and subsequently 
of Quakerism, offers Tobias an objective basis for the self- 
hatred he has felt all along; he will now be contemptible 
by virtue of being a Quaker instead of on his own deserts. 

The paramount fact about Tobias is that he too, con¬ 
trary to first appearance, is an unacceptable parent for 
Ilbrahim. His instinctive kindness toward the boy arouses 
a “self-suspicion” (I, 114) whose source lies in a previous 
failure: all his children have died, and his fellow Puritans 
have interpreted this as a divine judgment against his 
material ambition and his over-solicitude for the children’s 
earthly happiness (see I, 94). Thus Tobias, who is hyper¬ 
sensitive to majority sentiment and anxious for religious 
certainty (see I, 114), has a secret motive for checking his 
fatherly love. At one early moment he is prevented from 
defending Ilbrahim by “a certain feeling like the con¬ 
sciousness of guilt” (I, io3f.). And this side of his nature 
is perceived—and approved—by Ilbrahim’s mother, who is 
willing to commit her son to the possessor of “the hesitat¬ 
ing air, the eyes that struggled with her own, and were 
vanquished; the color that went and came, and could find 
no resting-place” (I, 106). She correctly judges that such 
a weak and self-loathing foster-father will be sure to leave 
Ilbrahim exposed to all the purifying trials of persecution. 
We cannot quite say that Tobias is unconsciously com¬ 
mitted to seeing Ilbrahim martyred; simply, he shows am¬ 
bivalence toward Ilbrahim and then passively allows him 
to be destroyed. Yet even this much helps to correct the 
impression that Tobias has been rendered sentimentally; 
he is a peculiarly neurotic Good Samaritan. 
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To some extent a similar vindication can be applied to 
Ilbrahim’s own portrait, for lie too is morbid as well as 
angelic. “The disordered imaginations of both his father 
and mother,” Haivthorne surmises, “had perhaps propa¬ 
gated a certain unhealthiness in the mind of the boy.” 
(I, 108) This unhealthiness finds e.xpression not merely in 
heightened sensitivity to pain and in a failure of self- 
defense, but in a perverse friendship that anticipates the 
relation of Arthur Dimmesdale to Roger Chillingvvorth 
in The Scarlet Letter. Psychically wounded by his mother’s 
desertion, Ilbrahim conceives an affection for a brutal and 
deformed older child who has been physically wounded by 
a fall. The affection is reciprocated, and yet, as in the later 
case, it is turned to sado-masochistic use. The climactic 
scene of Ilbrahim’s humiliation, when he has approached 
the “heavenly little band” of mock-innocent Puritan 
schoolmates ivho have previously scorned him, is extraor¬ 
dinarily revealing. Ilbrahim 

came towards the children with a look of sweet confidence 
on his fair and spiritual face, as if, having manifested his 
love to one of them, he had no longer to fear a repulse 
from their society. A hush came over their mirth the mo¬ 
ment they beheld him, and they stood whispering to each 
other while he drew' nigh; but, all at once, the devil of 
their fathers entered into the unbreeched fanatics, and 
sending up a fierce, shrill cry, they rushed upon the poor 
Quaker child. In an instant, he w'as the centre of a brood 
of baby-fiends, w'ho lifted strokes against him, pelted him 
w'ith stones, and displayed an instinct of destruction far 
more loathsome than the blood-thirstiness of manhood. 

The invalid, in the meanwhile, stood apart from the 
tumult, crying out w'ith a loud voice, “Fear not, Ilbrahim, 
come hither and take my hand;” and his unhappy friend 
endeavored to obey him. After w'atching the victim’s strug¬ 
gling approach with a calm smile and unabashed eye, the 
foul-hearted little villain lifted his staff and struck libra- 
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him on the mouth, so forcibly that the blood issued in a 
stream. The poor child’s aims had been raised to guard his 
head from the stoim of blows; but now he dropped them 
at once. His persecutors beat him down, trampled upon 
him, dragged him by his long, fair locks ... (I, 112) 

In this surprisingly lurid scene—a sado-masochistic night¬ 
mare if there ever was one—Hatvthorne has heaped on 
Ilbrahim all the accumulated cruelty of his plot. For the 
reader who has accepted the implied invitation to put him¬ 
self in Ilbrahim’s place, the episode is calculated to trigger 
a helpless rage against the unearned malice of mankind. 
At the same time, we cannot ignore the fact that Ilbrahim 
has had a hand in his downfall. “The victim of his own 
heavenly nature’’ (I, 113) has half-willingly befriended a 
monster and committed himself to the mercy of known 
enemies. ^Ve pity him, yet we dimly recognize that he has 
at last found the role for which he is best suited by tem¬ 
perament—that of unresisting victim. 

The overlong portion of “The Gentle Boy’’ that follows 
this climax consists largely of a wallowing in Ilbrahim’s 
misery. Tension has been relaxed; we know that death is 
the only possible exit from the outrageous tvorld into 
which the hero has been thrust. In this new atmosphere, 
however, an important reversal of sympathy occurs. Ilbra¬ 
him’s mother, now that her negligence has done its worst, 
suddenly becomes an object of pity and love. Ilbrahim 
cries out for her in his sleep, “as if her place, tvhich a 
stranger had supplied while [he] was happy, admitted of 
no substitute in his extreme affliction’’ (I, 113). ^Vhen she 
does reappear, it is in a new mood of single-minded con¬ 
cern for her son. Ilbrahim is able to die happily after 
studying her face: he has finally succeeded—by dying—in 
convincing her of the importance of motherhood. 

Here again we can recognize a classic self-pitying fantasy 
of childhood: you’ll 7 niss me luhen Fm goue. The wayward 
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parent is shocked out of her callousness by seeing its fatal 
result. What is most significant, however, is that no amount 
of misbehavior can make her ineligible for this reconcilia¬ 
tion. Nothing, it seems, is unforgivable in a mother; the 
purpose of the hero and the author is not to punish her 
but to restore her to her essential role. By the end of the 
tale the fanatical Catharine has been emotionally trans¬ 
formed, “as if [Ilbrahim’s] gentle spirit came down from 
heaven to teach his parent a true religion” (I, 125). She 
now occupies the place that Hester Prynne will have at 
the end of The Scarlet Letter: the ex-outcast is seen to be 
spiritually better than the Puritan community which con¬ 
descendingly offers her “that degree of pity which it is 
pleasant to experience” and “the little kindnesses which 
are not costly” (I, 126). 

This authorial forgiveness is markedly different from 
the lot of fathers in “The Gentle Boy.” Ilbrahim’s literal 
dead father is not involved, except perhaps by neglect; no 
mention is made of him after the first few pages, and his 
absence from Ilbrahim’s deathbed is anything but a hin¬ 
drance to the scene’s tenderness. But this tale of filial accu¬ 
sation seems to bring the whole category of male author¬ 
ities into disrepute. The other notable fathers, Tobias 
Pearson and the old Quaker leader who abandoned his 
daughter, are offered no occasion to repent of their short¬ 
comings. And from the beginning the entire cycle of per¬ 
secutions is largely blamed on a single male figure, the 
Colonial Governor. Without ever naming him, Haw¬ 
thorne emphasizes his “brutal cruelty” and theorizes, “his 
uncompromising bigotry was made hot and mischievous 
by violent and hasty passions” (I, 8C). Hawthorne, it 
would seem, is in a good position to appreciate the “bitter 
mockery” with which a Quaker historian “records the 
loathsome disease, and ‘death by rottenness,’ of the fierce 
and cruel governor” (I, 87). In a story whose Ocdipal 
theme is so transparent, we cannot be surprised that the 
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maker of orphans turns out to be a father-figure whose 
guilt is evidently sexual. 

Yet there is one final parent, God Himself, on whom 
responsibility is placed at a sensitive moment in the plot. 
When Ilbrahim’s mother returns for the second time, bear¬ 
ing news that the persecutions are about to stop, she is 
told by the Quaker leader that Ilbrahim is dying, thanks 
to God’s “love, displayed in chastenings” (I, 122). Even 
Catharine is unequipped to appreciate such love, and her 
outburst is illuminating: 

“I am a woman, I am but a woman; will He try me above 
my strength?’’ said Catharine very quickly, and almost in 
a whisper. “I have been wounded sore: I have suffered 
much; many things in the body; many in the mind; cruci¬ 
fied in myself, and in them that were dearest to me. 
Surely,’’ added she, with a long shudder, “He hath spared 
me in this one thing.’’ She broke forth with sudden and 
irrepressible violence. “Tell me, man of cold heart, what 
has God done to me? Hath He cast me down, never to 
rise again? Hath he crushed my very heart in His Hand?’’ 

(I. 122f.) 

Critics tvho look for the redemptive side of Hawthorne’s 
tale would do well to ponder these Ahab-like questions, 
which remain wholly unanswered. All Catharine’s mis¬ 
deeds, we now realize, have been performed in service to 
the Father above—the arch-sadist of a lunatic universe. 
Without His evil direction she would always have been 
what she now becomes, “but a woman’’; and by one act 
of lenience He could—but does not—restore Ilbrahim to 
her. It is meaningless to speculate whether Hawthorne 
“really’’ believes this, just as it is unimportant whether 
he believes that the Colonial Governor died of “rotten¬ 
ness.’’ What matters is that he permits these accusations 
to influence the net effect of his story. His embittered senti- 
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mentality is anti-paternal, even patricidal. Few of his works 
are less gentle in spirit than “The Gentle Boy.” 

The Gentle Boy,” then, is a tale of even greater duplic¬ 
ity than we have come to expect of Ha\vthorne. Its appar¬ 
ent historicity disguises a psychological determinism; its 
banalities of characterization are in conflict with an un¬ 
sparing study of sado-masochism; its sentimentality is per¬ 
vaded with resentment; and its seeming conventionality 
of idea is undermined by heretical doidjts. If these buried 
aspects of the story do not rescue it from prolixity, they 
do appeal to the modern taste for intellectual tension, 
irony, and depth. Yet the irony includes Hawthorne as 
well as his characters; it is unlikely that he consciously 
understood the extent to which masochistic fantasy gov¬ 
erned his plot. We must make an aesthetic distinction 
between works ^vhose deepest meaning negates their sur¬ 
face pieties and those more satisfying ones in which a total 
unity of effect is achieved. 

“My Kinsman, Major Molineux” clearly belongs to the 
latter group—which is not to say that its meaning is un¬ 
ambiguous. The point is that no moralizing and no ideal¬ 
ization of the hero obstruct a “deep” interpretation, what¬ 
ever that interpretation may be. The tale strikes every 
reader as a tissue of symbols, a configuration whose mean¬ 
ing lies outside the immediate facts of the plot. The 
adolescent hero, Robin Molineux, has been aptly described 
as a country bumpkin, and his search for his affluent uncle 
is handled in a way that seems at first to be unfeeling. 
Hawthorne passes rapidly from one of Robin’s vicissitudes 
to the next, giving only perfunctory attention to the boy’s 
dismay at being continually rebuffed, and maintaining a 
remarkable reticence about the absurdities of his situation. 
Like Ilbrahim, Robin is largely passive; but the use Haw¬ 
thorne makes of this passivity is \vholly unsentimental. 
Whereas Ilbrahim’s victimization involves the reader in 
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excesses of empathy, Robin’s appears to demand only an 
impersonal curiosity about symbolic intent. 

The pertinent question for criticism is hoxo far outside 
the literal plot of this tale ive must go in order to make 
sense of it. One school sees Robin’s gradual emancipation 
from his uncle as allegorical of the American Revolution; 
youthful and naive America “comes of age’’ by assenting 
to the deposition of Colonial authority (Major Molineux). 
Others, stressing the ceremonial violence of that deposi¬ 
tion, see the tale in mythic terms; Major Molineux in his 
tarring and feathering is a ritual king, “mighty no more, 
but majestic still in his agony’’ (III, 640). Both these read¬ 
ings have a degree of plausibility, but leave most of Robin’s 
adventure out of account—indeed, they leave Robin him¬ 
self out of account. Robin has nothing whatever to say, 
or even to think, about politics, but he is literally search¬ 
ing for an elder relation who tvill help him get on in the 
world, and that search is thwarted by some unnamed 
power. Without denying the presence of historical and 
mythic overtones, tve would do tvell to ask whether Robin’s 
own mind may not be the chief referent of Hawthorne’s 
symbols. If every detail of the story obeys a psychological 
pattern, more transcendent allegorizing would seem un¬ 
necessary.-^ 

Hawthorne has, indeed, offered considerable encourage¬ 
ment for a psychological reading. In a curious way the 
most insistent feature of the story is not its outward events 
but the anxiety they provoke in Robin. We sense his yearn¬ 
ing for quick approbation and success, his fear of punish- 

3. Of the many studies of “My Kinsman,” those that are closest 
to the following interpretation are by Waggoner, Hawthorne, pp. 
5G-G4; Franklin B. Newman, “ ‘My Kinsman, Major Molineux’; An 
Interpretation,” University of Kansas City Review, XXI (March 
1955), 203-12; Louis I’aul, “A Psychoanalytic Reading of Hawthorne’s 
‘Major Molineux’: The Father Manqud and the Prot^g^ Manqu^,” 
American Imago, XVIII (Fall 19G1), 279-88; and Simon O. Lesser, 
Fiction and the Unconscious (Boston, 1957), pp- 212-224. 
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ment and failure, his resort to patently faulty rationaliza¬ 
tion when his ego is insulted, his shock in recognizing 
what has been vaguely anticipated, and his final effort to 
withdraw from his experience and reach a new equilib¬ 
rium. These impressions are enhanced by the very absence 
of superficial commentary about motives; tve must see 
psychological meaning in Robin’s trials if they offer the 
only clues to his nature. And there is ample reason to 
believe that the tvhole course of the plot reflects uncon¬ 
scious fantasy on Robin’s part. The ugly stranger who 
finally locates Major Molineux for him behaves as if he 
had a special foreknowledge, not only of the result of 
Robin’s search, but of his inner conflicts. From the first 
he grins at Robin with an air of complicity, and he finally 
presents the anti-Molineux procession at Robin’s explicit 
request. When this procession, with its “visionary air, as 
if a dream had broken forth from some feverish brain’’ 
(III, 638), stops directly before Robin, we are not sur¬ 
prised that “Robin’s shout tvas the loudest there’’ (III, 
640). At this climactic moment he joins and consummates 
a process of degrading Major Molineux which has been 
at tvork all along. As Simon O. Lesser has shown, Robin 
has not been simply prevented from placing himself under 
his uncles authority, but inhibited by the enticements of 
a strange town. His efforts to shed his provincialism, com¬ 
bined with his continual, nightmarish rebuffs at the hands 
of elder authority, may be said to express and feed the 
latent rebelliousness which finally bursts forth in the image 
of Major Molineux’s humiliation—“the foul disgrace of a 
head grown gray in honor’’ (III, 639). 

Even critics tvho denounce literary Freudianism have 
recognized that Robin’s real search is for an idealized 
father—a figure of benevolent power who will shield him 
from the world and lend him prestige. Robin’s disappoint¬ 
ment and recovery have been interpreted, quite correctly 
in my opinion, as relating to the crisis of late adolescence 
and its resolution in favor of a healthy independence from 
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the paternal image. It remains for us to show that the 
shape and details of Robin’s experience fully confirm this 
reading. Haivthorne has not offered a case analogous to a 
search for a father, but has given an exact symbolic account 
of filial ambivalence—an account which must be symbolic 
because the struggle it renders is unconscious. 

As we might expect, this tale of filial attitudes excludes 
the hero’s real parents from view; that is Hawthorne’s pre¬ 
condition for a symbolic plot. In coming to town to seek 
his fortune, Robin puts physical and moral distance be¬ 
tween himself and his family: they are now available to 
him only in a nostalgic memory, a curiously stylized tableau 
suggestive of unresolved, unformulated feelings.* In the 
toivn, however, Robin is bombarded with father-figures 
who manifest extremes of contempt or benevolence to¬ 
ward him—usually the former. Beyond Major Molineux 
himself, who once hinted that he might accept him as his 
own son (III, 634) but is now unavailable, Robin meets a 
figure of male authority to match or thwart each of his 
moods. When he wants true fatherly guidance, it is offered 
by a distinguished-looking old gentleman who helps him 
to see that nepotistic dependence on Major Molineux will 
not prove useful. When he is secretly eager to see his kins¬ 
man degraded, he finds himself under the authority of the 
Satanic leader of the procession, whose hideous physi¬ 
ognomy suggests aggression and death—rebellion and its 
reward. And when he tries to blend into the society of the 
toivn, pretending to be an accepted adult rather than a 
helpless young stranger, he is invariably hindered by men 
who evoke their superior force and threaten him with a 
beating or the stocks. In these encounters Robin alternates 

4. In his fantasy Robin “perceived the slight inequality of his 
father’s voice when he came to speak of the absent one; he noted 
how his mother turned her face to the broad and knotted trunk; 
how his elder brother scorned, because the beard was rough upon 
his upper lip, to permit his features to be moved; how the younger 
sister drew down a low hanging branch before her eyes_’’ (III, 632). 
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between a pleading deference and rash counter-threats of 
violence; and both strategies, the childlike and the manly, 
fail to gain him either the information or the respect that 
he needs. 

Anxiety is the keynote, not only of Robin’s frustrating 
experiences, but of the imagery that attends them. A hier¬ 
archy of tvooden objects expresses Robin’s inferior posi¬ 
tion. His cudgel fashioned from an oak sapling reminds 
us by contrast of the ancient oak tree in his family tableau 
—the symbol of unchallengeable paternal authority. His 
inability to frighten the to^vnsmen, themselves armed with 
various tvooden \veapons, throivs him back upon his fan¬ 
tasies of reaching instant greatness through Major Moli- 
neiix; and this too is represented in tvood-imagery. Facing 
a mansion which he takes to be his kinsman’s, he finds 
himself unable to distinguish fancy from reality: “by turns, 
the pillars of the balcony lengthened into the tall, bare 
stems of pines, dwindled down to human figures, settled 
again into their true shape and size, and then commenced 
a netv succession of changes ” (III, 633). It is hard to avoid 
seeing a primitive phallic reference in all this uncertainty 
over the size and efficacy of long wooden objects—a refer¬ 
ence that is quite appropriate to Robin’s status as an anx¬ 
ious adolescent.® The po^ver that he seeks and resents is 
sexual as well as social and combative. 

This point is corroborated by an episode u hich is ahvays 
scanted by political ’ readers of the tale. Robin’s search 
for the Major leads him to the doorway of a prostitute tvho 
declares significantly, “Major Molineux dwells here” (III, 
626), and who tempts Robin as far as the threshold before 
a sleepy watchman, displaying “a long staff, spiked at the 
end” (III, 627), chases her inside and threatens Robin with 

5- A rereading of footnote 4 above with this point in mind will 
cast a weird, yet not wholly unfamiliar, light on the imagined ges¬ 
tures of Robin s mother and sister. The barely perceptible sexual 
innuendo in that fantasy is developed considerably further in the 
scene we shall now discuss. 
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the stocks. This scene reveals that Robin, though he is “of 
the household of a Neiv England clergyman’’ (III, 628), 
is motivated both by a poiverful sexual curiosity and by 
a spirit of accusation. To leave one’s idealized parents 
behind and be told that the father-surrogate Molineux 
“lives here’’ with a prostitute is to move from childlike 
ignorance to a state of lurid suspicion. The fantasy is a 
common one, according to Freud. When an adolescent 
can no longer believe that his parents are exempt from 
sexuality, “he says to himself with cynical logic that the 
difference between his mother and a whore is after all not 
so very great, since at bottom they both do the same 
thing.” ® The boy’s contempt, furthermore, is often mixed 
with revived Oedipal longing, so that the “prostitute’s” 
imagined sexual partner is a thinly disguised representa¬ 
tive of himself. This would seem to account for Robin’s 
temptation. In his anguished homelessness, which itself 
embodies his transitional phase between juvenile faith in 
his parents and a new autonomy, Robin has symbolically 
contemplated the worst suspicion a virginal young man 
can face, and has shown a ivillingness to use it as a pretext 
for indulging his own lust. Only an internalized paternal 
dissuasion, the armed guardian, has prevented the fantasy 
from reaching its conclusion.'^ 

6. See Freud's two “Contributions to the Psychology of Love," 
Collected Papers, 5 vols. (New York, 1959), IV, 192-216. The quota¬ 
tion is from page 199. 

7. The reader may object that Robin’s encounter with the pros¬ 
titute cannot bear this much meaning. Yet it is Hawthorne who 
implies that all Robin’s acquaintances are versions of the same figures 
of authority. Note the following exchange between Robin, who thinks 
he has heard a thousand voices in the distance, and his kindly guide: 

“May not a man have several voices, Robin, as well as two 
complexions?" said his friend. 

“Perhaps a man may; but Heaven forbid that a woman 
should I" responded the shrewd youth, thinking of the seduc¬ 
tive tones of the Major’s housekeeper. (Ill, 636) 
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W^ithout the element of dissuasion Robin would not be 
in the plight of an adolescent at all. Like many a later 
Hawthornian hero, he is as idealistic as he is prurient; 
indeed, idealism and prurience are complementary aspects 
of a single discomfort tvith adult reality. His ambition to 
supplant Major Molineux is scarcely greater than his re¬ 
spect for him, and the Major’s final humiliation appro¬ 
priately calls up both “pity and terror’’ (III, 639) in him. 
Robin has been led to this moment only through a series 
of initiations in which other adults have shown contempt 
for the Major, and it is only in their combined company 
that he can laugh at deposed majesty. At the end of the 
story he has merged himself with a jealous, jostling democ¬ 
racy of father-haters, but he shows no further enmity to- 
Avard his kinsman. We may say that he has cathartically 
rid himself of both filial dependence and filial resentment, 
and will notv be free, as his benevolent friend expects, to 
“rise in the world Avithout the help of your kinsman. Major 
Molineux” (III, 641). 

This emotional freedom is ignored by critics Avho Avant 
to draAv a cautionary lesson from the tale. Robin, they 
say, has learned the moral cost of revolution, the guilt of 
history. In fact, hoAvever, Robin’s guilt has combined Avith 
his pride to generate the entire plot, and both elements 
seem dissipated at the end. There is no basis for saying 
that he has “learned” anything besides the unreliability 
of nepotism. It is true, of course, that the American Rev¬ 
olution is prefigured in the Major’s overthroAV, but this 
merely suggests that HaAVthorne, like Tom Paine, sees 
rev'olution itself in terms of filial revolt. Robin’s prepared¬ 
ness for future success has very little to do Avith either 
history or morality; simply, he has undergone the crisis of 
disrespect that forms the loose social bond among demo¬ 
cratic men. 

Robin’s “case,” then, is very different in result from that 
of little Ilbrahim. One hero succumbs to morbidity Avhile 
the other, less typically in HaAvthorne’s fiction, masters it 
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and looks forward to adulthood. Yet in their different ways 
both have been orphaned, and both are concerned with 
repairing their dislocation from childhood security. In 
both stories literal fathers are supplanted by symbolic ones 
who are, on the whole, implicitly criticized. Ilbrahim 
suffers from paternal weakness and selfishness, and re¬ 
treats to his mother’s bosom to die; Robin acquires the 
confidence to challenge paternal strength, and so presum¬ 
ably falls heir to it. 

These differences of situation only remind us of the sin¬ 
gle vision that underlies them. The doomed child and the 
emergent man are subject to the same “common nature’’ 
or “universal heart,’’ with its terror of punishment, its 
accusations of uncleanness, and its need for respite from 
such inhibiting fantasies. Even the distinction between 
literal misfortunes and symbolic ones appears superficial: 
we must see that the filial resentment of Robin’s fantasy- 
plot is precisely the controlling principle of Ilbrahim’s 
more literal plot. What one hero tries to cast off in sym¬ 
bolic experience, the other suffers in the form of unin¬ 
vited vicissitudes. 

Thus a psychological theme is as prominent in one tale 
as in the other; what changes is chiefly the degree to which 
this theme may be reasonably viewed as operating within 
the hero’s mind. And I find it significant that the more 
satisfying work is the one whose obsessiveness can be re¬ 
garded as ironic characterization. If we can agree that 
Oedipal strife is a common denominator among Haw¬ 
thorne’s most intense plots, we may understand his need 
of a fallible protagonist whose absorption in this strife 
may be handled with aesthetic distance. In all his best tales, 
and nowhere more strikingly than in the next one we shall 
consider, this condition is met. 


V 


The Logic of Compulsion 


“It don*t make no difference whether you do right or wrong, a 
person’s conscience ain’t got no sense and just goes for him 
anyway.” —huckleberry Finn 


One further story from Hawthorne’s unpublished “Provin¬ 
cial Tales’’ requires our close interest, both because it has 
been generally misunderstood and because, once under¬ 
stood, it merits a high place among his fiction. In addition, 
“Roger Malvin’s Burial’’ offers a classic instance of the 
way Hawthorne undermines questions of conscious moral 
choice with demonstrations of psychological necessity. As 
Harry Levin puts it, “Hawthorne was well aware that the 
sense of sin is more intimately related to inhibition than 
to indulgence; that the most exquisite consciences are the 
ones that suffer most; that guilt is a by-product of that 
very compunction which aims at goodness and acknowl¬ 
edges higher laws; and that lesser evils seem blacker to the 
innocent than to the experienced.” ^ In previous chapters 
we have tried to define, not only the customary form that 
“exquisite conscience” takes in Hawthorne’s tales, but also 
the primitive resentment and ambition that bring such 
conscience into operation. The plot of “Roger Malvin’s 

1. The Power of Blackness, p. 40. For another valuable formula¬ 
tion of Hawthorne’s reduction of religious problems to psychological 
ones, see Melvin W. Askew, “Hawthorne, the Fall, and the Psychol¬ 
ogy of Maturity,’’ American Literature, XXXIV (November 19G2), 
335 ’ 43 - 
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Burial” makes sense in no other terms than these—and in 
these it is precisely, indeed shockingly, logical. 

The story goes as follows. Roger Malvin, an old Indian- 
fighter who has been seriously wounded and finds himself 
unable to survive the hometvard journey through a forest, 
persuades his young companion, Reuben Bourne, to leave 
him to die. Reuben will thereby gain a chance to survive, 
whereas to remain would simply mean nvo deaths instead 
of one. After promising to return some day to bury his old 
friend, Reuben departs and is eventually rescued by a 
search party. Though he marries Roger’s daughter Dorcas, 
he is unable to explain to her that he left her father alive, 
preferring to let her imagine that he has already been 
buried. Reuben’s public character and fortunes soon begin 
to go awry, until finally he is forced to take his wife and 
adolescent son off into the wilderness to seek a new life. 
Yet his steps bring him, not to the intended destination, 
but to the clearing where he left Roger Malvin many years 
before. There, detecting what might be a deer behind some 
undergrowth, he fires his musket, only to discover that he 
has killed his son Cyrus on the very spot tvhere Roger 
died. The story ends, nonetheless, on an affirmative and 
extremely pious note: “Then Reuben’s heart was stricken, 
and the tears gushed out like tvater from a rock. The vow 
that the wounded youth had made the blighted man had 
come to redeem. His sin was expiated,—the curse was gone 
from him; and in the hour when he had shed blood dearer 
to him than his own, a prayer, the first for years, went up 
to Heaven from the lips of Reuben Bourne” (II, 406). 

Such language naturally leads us to inteipret “Roger\ 
Malvin’s Burial” as a parable of atonement, for Reuben’s \ 
act of manslaughter has melted his heart and enabled him 1 
to beg God for forgiveness. But forgiveness for what? It is ; 
unclear whether Reuben has atoned merely for not bury- 1 
ing Roger or for some other failing, and critics disagree j 
as to what he has done wrong. In Harry Levin’s view, 
Reuben is “innocent” of Roger Malvin’s death and only 
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“inadvertently guilty” of his son’s. Mark Van Doren, on 
the other hand, holds Reuben accountable for both the 
desertion of Roger and the hypocrisy of silence to^vard 
Dorcas: “he has committed a sin and he has failed to con¬ 
fess it when he could.” A third interpretation is that of 
Arlin Turner, who finds that Haw'thorne “relieves Reuben 
Bourne of any guilt for abandoning Malvin” but shows 
the ill effects of his failure to be honest with Dorcas. The 
only point of general agreement is that the slaying of 
Reuben’s son Cyrus is accidental. For Van Doren it is 
“Fate” that engineers the final catastrophe, and that event 
strikes Levin as “one of those coincidences that seem to 
^lay bare the design of the universe.” “ 

All of these opinions, including the unquestioned one 
about Cyrus’s death, miss the essence of Hawthorne’s story 
by not recognizing a difference between the feeling of guilt 
and the state-of being guilty. Turner, to be sure, makes 
the point that Reuben’s guilt is subjective, but in regard 
to the desertion scene he apparently confuses a moral 
absolving of Reuben by Hawthorne with an absence of 
guilty feeling on Reuben’s part. We can see, however, in 
this scene and throughout the story, that Haw^orue is 
concerne d only with subjective guilt as Reuben’s con¬ 
science manuf ac tures it, independently of the moral*^in- 
fulness” or “innocence” of his outward deeds. That this 
is so at the end of the tale is obvious, for how could we 
take seriously the religious notion that a man can make 
his peace with the Christian God by shooting his innocent 
son? It is clear that Reuben has not performed a Christian 
expiation but simply rid himself of his burden of guilty 
feeling. It can be shown, furthermore, that this guilty feel¬ 
ing was never generated by a committed sin or crime in 
the first place. Once we have recognized this, the task of 

2. See The Power of Blackness, p. 55: Mark Van Doren, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne (New York, 1949), p. 80; and Arlin Turner, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne: An Introduction and Interpretation (New York, 1961), 
p. 31. 
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deciding whether Reuben has been morally absolved be-* 
comes pointless, and Reuben’s own theory that his steps 
have been led by “a supernatural power” (II, 402) appears 
in its true light—as a delusion fostered by, and serving to 
cloak, a process of unconscious compulsion that is evi¬ 
denced in great detail.® 

Everyone agrees that Reuben feels guilty after mislead¬ 
ing Dorcas, and it seems quite evident that Reuben’s be¬ 
havior in that scene is governed by an inner discomfort 
over his having left Roger Malvin behind. But why should 
Reuben feel this discomfort? The scene of desertion is 
presented in such a way as to put every justification on 
Reuben’s side; Roger’s arguments have persuaded not only 
Reuben but most of the tale’s critics to feel that there is 
only one reasonable decision to be made. Why, then, does 
Reuben find it so difficult to explain the true circum¬ 
stances to Dorcas? The answer seems to be that in some 
deep way Reuben feels more responsible for Roger’s death 
than he actually is. “By a certain association o^ideas,” as 
Hawthorne says of him later, “he at times almost hnagined 
himself a murderer” (II, 394). 

How could Reuben feel himself even remotely to be 
Roger’s murderer? If there is no factual basis for the self- 
accusation, perhaps there is a psychological basis. The 
charge seems, indeed, to be true in fantasy if not true in 
fact, for Reuben shows definite signs of looking forward 
to deserting Roger in spite of his comradely feeling for 
him. When Roger adduces the point that Dorcas must not 
be left desolate, Reuben feels reminded “that there were 

3. The argument that follows has been anticipated in part by 
various studies. See Waggoner, Hawthorne, pp. 90-98; Richard P. 
Adams, “Hawthorne’s Provincial Tales," New England Quarterly, 
XXX (March 1957), 39-57: Louis B. Salomon, “Hawthorne and His 
Father: A Conjecture,” Literature and Psychology, XIII (Winter 
1963), 12-17; and Agnes McNeill Donohue, ‘“From Whose Bourn 
No Traveler Returns’: A Reading of ‘Roger Malvin’s Burial,’” 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XVIII (June 1963), 1-19. 
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Other and less questionable duties than that of sharing the 
fate of a man tvhoin his death coidd not benefit. Nor,” 
adds Haivthorne significantly, ‘‘can it be affirnicd that no 
selfish feeling strove to enter Reuben’s heart, though the 
consciousness made him more earnestly resist his com¬ 
panion’s entreaties” (II, 384). This ivould seem to be the 
source of all Reuben’s trouble. It is obviously advanta¬ 
geous as well as reasonable for him to go on without Roser, 
since he faces a prospect of married bliss if he survives. 
The contrast between Roger’s altruism and his own self- 
seeking motives is painful to his conscience; his personal 
claims must strive for recognition, and Reuben feels a 
need to counter-attack them with a redoubled commitment 
to remain with Roger. ‘‘He felt as if it were both sin and 
folly to think of happiness at such a moment” (II, 386). 
Thus tve see that his feelings of guilt have already set in 
before he has made a final decision to leave. He feels guilty, 
not for anything he has done, but for thoughts of happi¬ 
ness—a happiness that tvill be bought at the price of a 
man’s life. 

The more closely we look at the scene of desertion, 
the more ironical Hawthorne’s view of Reuben’s mental 
struggle appears. The mention of Dorcas marks a turning- 
point between a series of melodramatic, self-sacrificing 
protestations of faithfulness and a new tone of puzzlement, 
self-doubt, and finally insincerity. Reuben is no longer 
really combating Roger’s wishes after this point, but pos¬ 
ing objections that he knows Roger will easily refute. 
‘‘How terrible to wait the slo^v approach of death in this 
solitude! ” (II, 384) But a brave man, answers Roger, knows 
how to die. ‘‘And your daughter,—how shall I dare to meet 
her eye?” (II, 385) The question is already how shall I, 
not how xvould I! When this too has been answered, 
Reuben needs only to be assured of the possibility of his 
returning with a rescue party. ‘‘No merely selfish motive, 
nor even the desolate condition of Dorcas, could have 
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induced him to desert his com)Danion at such a moment— 
but his ^vishes seized on the thought that Malvin’s life 
might be joreserved, and his sanguine nature heiglitened 
almost to certainty the remote possibility of procuring 
human aid” (II, 386). There follo^vs a grim comedy in 
which Roger pretends to see a similarity between the 
present case and another one, twenty years previously, that 
turned out ^vell, and Reuben fatuously allows himself to 
be convinced. Hawthorne leaves no doubt that Reuben is 
semi-deliberately deceiving himself in order to silence his 
conscience. ‘‘This example, powerful in affecting Reuben’s 
decision, tvas aided, unconsciously to himself, by the hid¬ 
den strength of many another motive” (II, 387). When he 
finally does leave, the act is presented as a triumph of these 
other motives over his human sympathy: ‘‘His generous 
nature would fain have delayed him, at ^vhatever risk, till 
the dying scene ^vere past; but the desire of existence and 
the hope of happiness had strengthened in his heart, and 
he \vas unable to resist them” (II, 389). 

These citations from the story’s first scene make it evi- . 
dent that Ha^vthorne, by having Reuben’s self-seeking ) 
wishes concur with a morally legitimate but painful deci¬ 
sion, has set in bold relief the purely psychological prob-j 
lem of guilt. Unlike his critics, Hawthorne does not dwell ^ 
on the moral defensibility of Reuben’s leaving; rather, hef 
demonstrates hotv this act appears to Reuben as a fulfill-\ 
ment of his egoistic wishes, so that he is already beginningj 
to punish himself as if he had positively brought about / 
Roger’s death. As in “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” Hawthorne 1 
has anticipated Freud’s discovery that (in Freud’s termi- ( 
nology) the superego takes revenge for unfulfilled death- / 
wishes as well as for actual murder.^ Indeed, Hawthorne’s 

4. I do not mean, liowcver, that Reuben actively wills Roger’s 
death at any point. The link between his prospective happiness and 
Roger’s imminent, already inevitable death is originally a fortuitous 
irony of circumstance and nothing more. But Reuben’s punctilious 
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whole rendering of Reuben’s mind is based on what we 
would now call psychoanalytic principles. Some of Reu¬ 
ben’s motives, as we have seen, operate “unconsciously to 
himself,’’ Avhicli is to say that they hav'e been repressed; 
and once this repression has circumvented conscious moral 
control, Reuben becomes a classic example of the man 
who, because he can neither o^^ercome his thoughts nor 
admit them into consciousness, becomes their victim. The 
real reason for his inability to state the outward facts of 
the case to Dorcas is that these facts have become asso¬ 
ciated with the unbearable fantasy that he has murdered 
his friend. Guilty feeling leads to a hypocrisy, which in 
turn provides further reinforcement of guilt; “and Reu¬ 
ben, ^vhile reason told him that he had done right, experi¬ 
enced in no small degree the mental horrors which punish 
the perpetrator of undiscovered crime’’ (11, 394). 

One other inconspicuous, but absolutely decisive, ele¬ 
ment in the scene of desertion remains to be mentioned, 
namely, that the relationship between Roger and Reuben 
is that of a father to a son. Roger repeatedly calls him 
“my boy’’ and “my son,’’ and at a certain point he turns 
this language to an argumentative use: “I have loved you 
like a father, Reuben; and at a time like this I should have 
something of a father’s authority.’’ Reuben’s reply is curi¬ 
ous: “And because you have been a father to me, should 
I therefore leave you to perish and to lie unburied in the 
wilderness?’’ (II, 384). From a strictly Freudian point of 
view the answer to this rhetorical question could be yes; 
the “son’’ feels murderous impulses toward the “father” 
simply because he is the father, i.e., the sexual rival. It is 
questionable whether Hawthorne’s thinking has gone quite 
this far. Yet it remains true that Reuben, in leaving Roger 
to die, will get to have Dorcas’s affections all to himself. 


conscience turns tliis link into one of causality; he will no longer be 
able to contemplate his own welfare without imagining, quite falsely, 
that he has bought it with Roger Maivin's blood. 
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and we cannot say that such a consideration is not among 
the “many another motive’’ for his departure. The “father’s 
authority” of ^vhich Roger ingenuously speaks is going to 
be left behind in the forest. In terms of the unconscious 
role he has assumed in relation to Roger, Reuben must 
think of himself not simply as a murderer but as a patricide. 

This conclusion needs, of course, much further con¬ 
firmation in order to be persuasive. Yet we may pause here 
to say that everything we have found in other tales—the 
violent and sometimes historically unfounded hatred 
against figures of authority, the crippling sense of guilt 
for unspecified criminal thoughts, and even a fairly plain 
fantasy of patricide in “Alice Doane’s Appeal”—leads us 
to believe that Hawthorne was capable of taking the father- 
son symbolism as a basis for unconscious motivation. Nor 
can we quite avoid seeing that the complement to patri¬ 
cide, namely incest, lurks in the background of “Roger 
Malvin’s Burial.” If Roger is to be seen as Reuben’s father, 
Dorcas becomes his sister. Without pressing this argument 
further, we may observe that Dorcas’s later feeling for her 
son—“my beautiful young hunter!” (II, 404)—does not 
dispel the characteristic Hawthornian atmosphere of over¬ 
intimacy in this tale. 

But let us return to less tenuous evidence. Reuben, who 
henceforth is occupied in “defending himself against an 
imaginary accusation” (II, 392), gradually turns his inter¬ 
est to his son Cyrus. “The boy was loved by his father with 
a deep and silent strength, as if whatever was good and 
happy in his own nature had been transferred to his child, 
carrying his affections with it. Even Dorcas, though loving 
and beloved, was far less dear to him; for Reuben’s secret 
thoughts and insulated emotions had gradually made him 
a selfish man, and he could no longer love deeply except 
where he saw or imagined some reflection or likeness of 
his own mind. In Cyrus he recognized what he had himself 
been in other days ...” (II, 396) Reuben has, in a wordi 
projected himself into his son. And what is to be the con -1 
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elusive deed of “Roger Malvin’s Burial’’? Reuben, who 
harbors an accusation of having murdered a “father” and 
who cannot bring this accusation up to the rational criti¬ 
cism of consciousness, shoots and kills the boy who has 
come to stand for himself. In killing Cyrus he is destroy¬ 
ing the “guilty” side of himself, and hence avenging Roger 
Mai vin’s death in an appallingly primitive way. The blood 
of a “father” rests on the “son,” tvho disburdens himself 
of it by becoming a father and slaying his son. This is the 
terrible logic of Hawthorne’s tale. 

Thus I tvould maintain, in opposition to the generally 
held view, that the slaying of Cyrus is not at all tlie hunt¬ 
ing accident it appears to be. It is a sacrificial murder 
dictated by Reuben’s unconscious charge of patricide and 
by his inability to bring the charge directly against him¬ 
self. He has become the accusing Roger at the same time 
that he has projected his own guilty self into Cyrus. These 
unconscious strataoems are his means of dealino; with the 
contradictory repressed wishes (the desire to atone and the 
unwillingness to accept blame) that have transformed him 
into an irritable, moody, and misanthropic man over the 
course of the years.^The killing of Cyrus, by canceling 
Reuben’s imaginary blood-debt, frees his whole mind at 
last for the task of making peace with God; yet this reli¬ 
gious achievement becomes possible, as Hawthorne stresses 
in the closing sentence, only “in the liour when he had 
shed blood dearer to him than his own.”/ 

There are two main obstacles to the theory that Reu¬ 
ben’s shooting his son is intentional. One is that Reuben 
has no idea that his target is Cyrus instead of a deer; he 
simply fires at a noise and a motion in the distance. Sec¬ 
ondly, there is the possibility that not Reuben but God is 
responsible for bringing the tale to its catastrophe. The 
final paragraph, after all, speaks of the lifting of a curse, 
and Roger Malvin has imposed a religious vow on Reuben 
to “return to this wild rock, and lay my bones in the 
grave, and say a prayer over them” (II, 389). Both Roger 
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and Reuben are religious men, and Reuben “trusted that 
it was Heaven’s intent to afford him an opportunity of 
expiating his sin” (II, 402). Perhaps we are meant to read 
the story in divine rather than psychological terms. 

The answer to this latter point is provided by Haw- \ 
thorne in a single sentence describing Reuben in the final ) 
scene: “Unable to penetrate to the secret place of his soul / 
where his motives lay hidden, he believed that a super- j 
natural voice had called him onward, and that a super- ( 
natural power had obstructed his retreat” (II, 401!.). No \ 
one who ponders these words can imagine that Haw- | 
thorne’s famous ambiguity between natural and super- I 
natural causality is really sustained in “Roger Malvin’s \ 
Burial.” As for the other objection, it is certainly true 
that Reuben shows no conscious awareness that he is firing 
at his son. But does this make the act wholly unintentional? 
Before investigating the actual shooting we must see just 
what Hawthorne means by intention. His theory is evi¬ 
dently somewhat deeper than that of our law courts, which 
would surely have acquitted Reuben in a trial for murder. 
“Roger Malvin’s Burial” discriminates from the first be¬ 
tween surface intentions and buried ones, between outward 
tokens of generous concern and inward selfishness, between 
total ignorance and a knowledge that is temporarily un¬ 
available to consciousness. For this last distinction we may 
point to the statement that Reuben cannot choose to re¬ 
turn and bury Roger because he does not know how to 
find his way back: “his lemembrance of every portion of 
his travel thence was indistinct, and the latter part had left 
no impression upon his mind” (II, 395)- Yet we have just 
seen that Reuben will be guided by “his motives,” residing 
in a “secret place of his soul.” Furthermore, he has always ! 
“had a strange impression that, were he to make the trial, 
he would be led straight to Malvin’s bones” (II, 395)- ^Ye . 
can only conclude that knowledge of the route li e too k in ( 
that^raumatic flight from tlie~3 e^ted LcomracLerii^ been ( 
repressed, not Iqst;.^vhen Reuben finally gives himself over 
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to the guidance of his unconscious he is led infallibly back 
to the scene. 

In order to see the killing of Cyrus in its true light ^ve 
must scrutinize Reuben’s prior behavior. Although Cyrus 
reminds him again and again that he is taking the family 
in a different direction from the announced one, Reuben 
keeps resuming his original course after each correction. 
His thoughts are obviously dwelling on something other 
than the relocation of his home. “His quick and wander¬ 
ing glances were sent forward, apparently in search of 
enemies lurking behind the tree trunks; and, seeing noth¬ 
ing there, he would cast his eyes backwards as if in fear 
of some pursuer.’’ (II, 399) Reuben would appear to be 
projecting his self-accusations into multiple exterior threats 
to himself. The internalized Roger Malvin—the Roger 
Malvin created by Reuben’s unwarranted self-accusation 
of murder—is evidently redoubling his demand to be 
avenged as the anniversary of his death draws near. When 
the fifth day’s encampment is made, Dorcas reminds Reu¬ 
ben of the date. “ ‘The twelfth of May! I should remember 
it well,’ muttered he, while many thoughts occasioned a 
momentary confusion in his mind. ‘Where am I? Whither 
am I Avandering? Where did I leave him?’ ’’ (II, 400) 
Among those “many thoughts’’ that have suddenly been 
jolted into consciousness are probably the answers to all 
three of Reuben’s questions. Dorcas has accidentally 
brought to the surface, though only for a moment, Reu¬ 
ben’s feeling that he is on a deliberate mission. 

Is this mission simply to bury Roger’s bones? Evidently 
something further is involved, for in reply to Dorcas’s next 
words, praising Reuben for having loyally stayed with 
Roger to the end, Reuben pleads, “Pray Heaven, Dorcas, 
... pray Heaven that neither of us three dies solitary and 
lies unburied in this howling wilderness!’ ’ (II. 401). And 
on this foreboding note he hastens away at once. It seems 
to me obvious that Reuben’s terribly sincere “prayer’’ is 
a response to his own unconscious urge to commit the 
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sacrificial killing—an urge that has been screwed to the 
sticking place by Dorcas’s unwitting irony. Like all men 
in the grip of a destructive obsession, Reuben hopes des¬ 
perately that his o^vn deep tvishes tvill be thtvarted; yet he 
rushes off in the next moment, and a few minutes later 
Cyrus tvill be dead. 

We have, then, an abundance of evidence to show that 
one side of Reuben’s natvire, the compulsive side, has 
gained mastery over his conscious intentions. The evidence 
continues to accumulate as the moment of the shooting 
draws nearer. Reuben is assaulted by “many strange reflec¬ 
tions” (II, 401) that keep him from governing his steps in 
the supposed hunt for a deer; “and, straying onward rather 
like a sleep ivalker than a hunter, it was attributable to 
no care of his own that his devious course kept him in the 
vicinity of the encampment” (II, 401). No conscious care, 
that is, for Reuben has a very good compulsive reason for 
his movements. Cyrus has previously set out on another 
deer hunt, “promising not to quit the vicinity of the 
encampment” (II, 400; my italics). Surely Hawthorne’s 
repetition of these five words within the space of two pages 
is meant to strike our attention. Without quite realizing 
what he is doing, Reuben is stalking his son. His conscious 
thoughts are straying vaguely over the puzzle of his hav¬ 
ing reached this spot on this date, and he arrives at a con¬ 
scious interpretation—explicitly rejected by Hawthorne, 
as we have already seen—that “it was Heaven’s intent to 
afford him an opportunity of expiating his sin.” The con¬ 
sciously accepted “sin” is that of leaving Roger Malvin 
unburied, but while Reuben busies himself with this lesser 
anxiety he is going about the business of squaring his 
deeper unconscious debt. Here is the deed itself; 

From these thoughts he was aroused by a rustling in the 

forest at some distance from the spot to which he had 

wandered. Perceiving the motion of some object behind a 

thick veil of undergrowth, he fired, with the instinct of a 
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hunter and the aim of a practised marksman. A low moan, 
which told his success, and by which ercn animals can 
express their clying agony, was unheeded by Reuben 
Bourne. What were the recollections now breaking upon 
him? (II, 402) 

These are brilliantly suggestive lines. Reuben is sup¬ 
posedly deer-hunting, but Hawthorne leaves no implica¬ 
tion that Reuben thinks he has spotted a deer; he fires at 
a “rustling” and a “motion.” To say that he does this with 
a hunter’s instinct is slyly ironical, for of course a good 
hunter does not shoot at ambiguous noises, particularly in 
“the vicinity of the encampment”! The moan that would 
tell Reuben of his ironic “success,” if he were sufficiently 
in command of himself to heed it, is said to be one “by 
which even animals can express their dying agony”—a hint 
that animals have not been his primary target. And finally, 
the question at the end serves to put the blame for Cyrus’s 
death where it properly belongs. The repressed “recollec¬ 
tions” of the original scene are now free to become tvholly 
conscious because the guilt-compulsion that protected them 
has finally completed its work. 

If this argument is correct, the various interpretations 
of “Roger Malvin’s Burial” in terms of religious symbolism 
must be regarded with suspicion. It is true, for example, 
that three of the four major characters’ names are Biblical, 
but it is doubtful that this entitles us to say that Reuben 
achieves “salvation” through Cyrus.® Even the Abraham- 

5. See W. R. Thompson, "The Biblical Sources of Hawthorne’s 
‘Roger Malvin’s Burial,’ ’’ PMLA, LXXVIl (March 1962), 92-6. For 
a detailed reply to Thompson’s article see p. 463 of my earlier ver¬ 
sion of this chapter in PMLA, LXXIX (September 1964), 457-65. 
The fourth principal name, incidentally, appears to be historical 
rather than Biblical. Two survivors of Lovewell’s (or Lovell’s) Fight 
in the Penobscot War, as Hawthorne knew, were Eleanor and David 
Melvin. See G. Harrison Orians, "The Source of Hawthorne’s ‘Roger 
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Isaac parallel, ^vhich seems more prominent than any 
other, must be taken in an ironic spirit, for Reuben’s 
“sacrifice” of his son is dictated not by God but by self- 
loathing. The story’s ending is heretical, to put it mildly: 
Reuben’s alleged redemption has been achieved through 
murder, while the guilt from which he has thereby freed 
himself stemmed from an imaginary crime.® The real mur¬ 
der is unrepented yet—indeed, Reuben sho^vs little con- ) 
cern for his dead son—while the fantasy-murder brings [ 
forth tears and prayer.' The Biblical allusions suggesting 
a possible redemption serve the purpose of placing in relief 
the merely pathological nature of the case at hand. For 
the idea of divine care is cruelly mocked by a plot in which 
all exhortations to Heaven spring from self-delusion, and 
in which the “redeemer” performs his redemptive func¬ 
tion by unintentionally stopping a musket ball. 

The other symbols in Hawthorne’s story ought likewise 
to be considered in relationship to its essential savagery. 
The most conspicuous symbol is, of course, the oak sapling 
upon which Reuben places a blood-stained handkerchief, 
partly as a signal of rescue for Roger and partly to sym¬ 
bolize his own vow to return. When he does return the 
tree has grown into “luxuriant life,” with “an excess of 

Malvin’s Burial,’ ” American Literature, X (November 1938), 313-18, 
and David S. Lovejoy, “Lovewell's Fight and Hawthorne’s ‘Roger 
Malvin’s Burial,’ ’’ A Casebook on the Hawthorne Question, ed. 
Agnes McNeill Donohue (New York, 1963), pp. 89-92. 

6. It is significant that although Reuben consciously thinks that 
his expiation will consist of burying Roger’s bones, the actual release 

of his guilt-feeling comes about through the killing of Cyrus. There \ 
is no mention of burial at the end, yet the “atonement” is indeed 
complete; it is atonement for the imagined murder of Roger, not 
for the broken vow to bury him. / 

7. We can judge the abnormality of Reuben’s reaction by con¬ 
trasting it with that of Dorcas: “With one wild shriek, that seemed 
to force its way from the sufferer’s inmost soul, she sank insensible 

* by the side of her dead boy” (II, -jo6). 
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vegetation” on the trunk, but its “very topmost bough 
was withered, sapless, and utterly dead” (II, 403). This 
branch, which is the one that formerly bore the emblem 
of the vow, falls in fragments upon the tableau vivant of 
the living and dead at the very end. The symbolic mean¬ 
ing is, if anything, too obvious. The ^pj^ing^is Reuben, 
whose innocen^oung life-has been “bent” (he bends the 
sapling downward to affix the handkerchief to it) to a 
sworn purpose and to a secret self-reproach; Reuben grows 
as the tree grows, becoming mature in outward respects 
but blasted at the top, in his soul or mind; and when the 
withered bough crumbles we are doubtless meant to con¬ 
clude that the guilt has been canceled and that a possi¬ 
bility now exists for more normal development. I would 
call particular attention, however, to the excessive vegeta¬ 
tion and luxuriant lower branches. Luxuriance in Haw- 
* thorne almost always has something sick about it, and the 
word “excess” speaks for itself. I would surmise that these 
aspects of the tree represent the compensatory elements in 
^ Reuben’s character, the gradual accretion of defenses 
j against the tormenting thoughts that he has been fighting 
down for years. His peace of mind is partly restored at 
the end of the tale, but he will never again be the simple 
\ person we met in the beginning. 

Finally, let us consider the symbolic value of the forest 
itself. Reuben’s initiation into guilt, like Young Goodman 
Brown’s and Arthur Dimmesdale’s, occurs in the forest, 
and it is in the forest that he will bring forth what his 
guilty feelings have hatched. “He was,” as Hawthorne says 
of Reuben’s desire to seek a new home, “to throw sunlight 
into some deep recess of the forest” (II, 396). The forest 
( is of course his own mind, in which is deeply buried a 
secret spot, a trauma, to which he will have to return. He 
thinks he does not know the way back, he resists the oppor¬ 
tunity to go, but ultimately he is overruled by the strength 
of what he has repressed. Self-knowledge is knowledge of 
V what is almost inaccessibly remote, and Reuben will not 
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be free until he has reached this point and released what 
lies imprisoned there. The tale of compulsion is fittingly / 
climaxed in “a region of which savage beasts and savage 
men were as yet the sole possessors” (II, 399)—the mental 
region of Hawthorne’s best insight and highest art. 


VI 



‘‘The moment a man questions the meaning and value of life, 
he is sick . .— freud, letter to Marie Bonaparte 


Hawthorne’s plots, we begin to see, are very much alike 
in their psychological patterns—perhaps monotonously so. 
The monotony, however, ought to be blamed as much on 
our critical method as on Hawthorne’s literary effects, 
which are notoriously ambiguous. Yet I am not quite will¬ 
ing to grant that our stress on sameness has kept the reader 
from appreciating Hawthorne’s ambiguity. What, tve may 
ask, is the source of this quality? Is it simply a matter 
of Hawthorne’s teasing the reader tvith double explana¬ 
tions and significant omissions? Or does it rather spring 
from uncertainties of attitude on Hawthorne’s part—un¬ 
certainties that his conscious tricks of plotting only begin 
to suggest? The most crucial of his ambiguities, that of 
moral intention, has escaped most of the critics who assure 
us that he is ambiguous. They say that he was ambiguous 
and Christian, ambiguous and didactic—in other words, 
that he wasn’t very ambiguous at all. Let us take seriously 
the fact that intelligent readers have arrived at opposite 
notions of Hawthorne’s “message,” and ask if this fact 
cannot be explained in the terms tve have previously 
established. 

In this chapter we begin to treat a character-type who 
embodies the whole problem of Hawthorne’s genuine 
moral ambiguity. This is the idealist who has determined 
to learn or do something that will set him apart from the 
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mass of ignorant men. Moral interpretations of Haw¬ 
thorne’s purpose invariably turn upon analysis of this 
figure, for he always seems to teach a lesson. Since he 
usually comes to a sorry end, and is sometimes explicitly 
criticized for his pride and isolation, he is most often inter¬ 
preted as a cautionary example; in his death or madness 
or chagrin we are meant to see that the bonds of common 
humanity are not to be severed. Yet Hawthorne sometimes 
lends encouragement to an exactly contrary reading. In 
his “strong and eager aspiration towards the infinite” (II, 
6i; the subject is Aylmer of “The Birthmark”) the idealist 
does succeed in differentiatins; himself from an iernorant 
and timid humanity; and what he learns is sometimes 
hinted to be a truth deeper than any that is available to 
more “normal” characters. The latter are never granted 
profound insights in Hawthorne’s fiction, and occasionally 
they are shown—fiy the tormented idealist—to be wilfully 
self-deluded about their buried selves. Thus one critic can 
plausibly find an ennobling tragic quality in a hero whose 
failure is taken by another critic as a negative reminder 
that we must love (and resemble) our neighbors. 

This contradiction plainly has its source in Hawthorne’s 
mixed feelings. As an artist whose province was, as his pub¬ 
lisher, James T. Fields, observed, “the sharp, penetrating, 
pitiless scrutiny of morbid hearts,” ^ he was committed to a 
cynical brooding about tlie inner quality of human nature. 
As a man who aspired to normal happiness, however, he 
was committed to the opposite, a mindless contentment— 
an abstention from thought. The chasm between deep 
knowledge and normality is unbridgeable in his fiction; 
the few “knowers” who become satisfied, such as Holgrave 
in The House of the Seven Gables, do so by forswearing 
their mental powers and surrendering themselves to timid, 
conventional brides. This reflects a sense of reality on 
Hawthorne’s part that can only be termed neurotic: the 

1. Quoted by R. H. Pearce, ed.. The Blilhedale Romance and 
Fanshawe, C, III, xixn. 
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truth is so frightening and the process of seeking it so 
crippling that one had better stay well deceived. The ideal¬ 
ist frightens Hawthorne by falling prey to obsessive ideas 
that are indistinguishable from Hawthorne’s own, and for 
the same reason he has a claim on Hawthorne’s sympathy. 
“Perhaps ev'ery man of genius in whatever sphere,” Haw¬ 
thorne admits, “might recognize the image of his own 
experience in Aylmer’s journal” (II, 62)—the record of a 
monomaniac who is about to give a fatal potion to his wife. 

Our position, then, is not that Hawthorne approves or 
disapproves of his driven heroes, but that he is ambigu¬ 
ously involved with them—and that he thereby has an in¬ 
tuitive grasp of their motives. The idealist is invariably 
an escapist; his quest for truth or power or immortality 
amounts to regressive flight from the challenges of normal 
adult life, and the knowledge he acquires or embodies is 
nothing other than an awareness of his own guilty fan¬ 
tasies. The nature of his inhibition, furthermore, can 
often be shown to coincide with the pattern we have been 
examining: figures of detested paternal suppression occupy 
a mental landscape which fairly pulsates with an unname- 
able, forbidden longing. As Richard P. Adams says of the 
early Hawthornian hero, “incest, parricide, and fear of 
castration” stalk him wherever he chooses to flee.- And yet 
all Hawthorne’s irony of characterization cannot prevent 
him from secretly agreeing with what his escapists discover 
about the “foul cavern” (II, 455) of the human heart. His 
plots enact a return of the repressed, and the repressed is 
the truth. Neurotic terror, for Hawthorne, underlies every 
placid mental surface, but it reaches consciousness and 
corrodes sanity only when summoned forth by intolerable 
conflicts. 

These conflicts are perhaps most fully observable in 
“Young Goodman Brown,” a patently symbolic story 

2. “Hawthorne’s Provincial Tales," New England Quarterly, XXX 
(March 1957), 39-57; the quotation is from p. 52. 
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whose atmosphere and import resemble those o£ “My Kins¬ 
man, Major Molineux.” Like Robin’s, Brown’s ordeal is 
useful for us because it is uncomplicated by assertions of 
high conscious purpose; the hero simply and “inexpli¬ 
cably” undergoes a dreamlike or dreamed experience that 
permanently alters him. Yet he becomes what other and 
seemingly nobler Hawthornian escapists become; “a stern, 
a sad, a darkly meditative, a distrustful, if not a desperate 
man” (II, 106). This fact suggests, but of course does not 
prove, that Brown’s case offers a psychological paradigm 
for the others; and this is just what we shall argue. 

It is worth stressing that “Young Goodman Brown,” 
which has teased its numerous critics with ambiguous hints 
of religious allegory, has a reasonably literal starting-point 
for its dream experience. If Brown loses his “faith” in 
mankind or salvation, he does so by fleeing from a normal, 
loving wife named Faith. These newlyweds are not yet 
fully acquainted with each other’s minds—and, we can 
infer, not yet sure of each other's commitment to marriage. 
This is established with some subtlety: 

“Dearest heart,” whispered [Faith], softly and rather 
sadly, when her lips were close to his ear, “prithee put off 
your journey until sunrise and sleep in your own bed 
to-night. A lone woman is troubled with such dreams and 
such thoughts that she’s afeard of herself sometimes. Pray 
tarry with me this night, dear husband, of all nights in 
the year.” 

“My love and my Faith,” replied young Goodman 
Brown, “of all nights in die year, this one night must I 
tarry away from thee. My journey, as thou callest it, forth 
and back again, must needs be done ’twixt now and sun¬ 
rise. What, my sweet, pretty wife, dost thou doubt me 
already, and we but three months married?” (II, 8g) 

Here, as so often in Hawthorne, the two-dimensionality 
of the scene, with its stylized reply and its want of overt 
motivation, has the effect of guiding and heightening 
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our psycliological expectations. Faith’s whispered plea to 
Brown, “sleep in your own bed,” has a distinctly sensual 
overtone that Brown himself picks up in his mocking 
question about “doubt”: a causal connection appears to 
subsist between Brown’s mysterious rendezvous with the 
Devil and his flight from his ^vife’s embraces. The very 
absoluteness and seeming arbitrariness of his decision to 
leave makes us look for such a hidden connection. Again, 
Faith’s confessing that “a lone Avoman is troubled with 
such dreams and such thoughts that she’s afeard of herself 
sometimes” places the ensuing plot in a suggestive light. 
Brown, too, will be troubled Avith a “dream” that will 
make him afraid of himself and indeed afraid of Faith. 
Hawthorne is evidently implying that when a newly 
married pair are separated, each may become subject to 
unpleasant ideas that under ordinary circumstances are 
kept in check only by the reassuring presence of the other. 

HaAvthorne reminds us in various Avays that BroAvn is 
facing embodiments of his OAvn thoughts in the characters 
he meets in the forest. The Devil’s inducements are spoken 
“so aptly that his arguments seemed rather to spring up 
in the bosom of his auditor than to be suggested by him¬ 
self” (II, 95). The haunted forest is horrible to BroAvn, 
“but he AA'as himself the chief horror of the scene ...” (II, 
99), and he races toward the witches’ sabbath screaming 
blasphemies and giving vent to demonic laughter. HaAV- 
thome comments: “The fiend in his OAvn shape is less 
hideous than Avhen he rages in the breast of man” (II, 100). 
This makes it clear that the presumptive appearance of 
devils in the story is meant to refer to BroAvn’s subjective 
thoughts. No wonder that Avhen he arriA^es at the sabbath 
and sees the damned congregation, “he felt a loathful 
brotherhood [Avith them] by the sympathy of all that Avas 
Avicked in his heart” (II, 102). Under these conditions the 
appearance of Faith in this company can have no bearing 
on her actual virtue or lack of it; she is there because 
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Brown’s inner IValpurgisnacht has reserved a special role 
for her.^ 

What does the Devil offer Goodman Brown? There is 
no ambiguity here. Having assembled likenesses of all the 
figures of authority and holiness in Salem village and 
treated them as proselytes of hell, the Devil points them 
out to Brown and his fellow initiates: 

“There,” resumed the sable form, “are all whom ye have 
reverenced from youth. Ye deemed them holier than your¬ 
selves, and shrank from your own sin, contrasting it with 
their lives of righteousness and prayerful aspirations 
heavenward. Yet here are they all in my worshipping as¬ 
sembly. This night it shall be granted you to know their 
secret deeds: how hoary-bearded elders of the church have 
whispered wanton words to the young maids of their 
households; how many a woman, eager for widows’ weeds, 
has given her husband a drink at bedtime and let him 
sleep his last sleep in her bosom; how beardless youths have 
made haste to inherit their fathers’ wealth; and how fair 
damsels—blush not, sweet ones—have dug little graves in 
the garden, and bidden me, the sole guest, to an infant’s 
funeral. By the sympathy of your human hearts for sin 
ye shall scent out all the places—whether in church, bed¬ 
chamber, street, field, or forest—where crime has been 
committed, and shall exult to behold the whole earth one 
stain of guilt, one mighty blood spot. Far more than this. 

It shall be yours to penetrate, in every bosom, the deep 

3. Some critics have argued otherwise on the basis of Faith’s pink 
ribbons, whose tangible reality in the forest is taken as evidence that 
she is “really” there. As David Levin correctly maintains, however, 
if the Devil is anything more than a fantasy of Brown’s he can con¬ 
jure pink ribbons as easily as the more visionary part of his spectacle. 
See "Shadows of Doubt: Specter Evidence in Hawthorne’s ‘Young 
Goodman Brown,’ ” American Literature, XXXIV (November 1962), 
344-52. Brown shares Othello’s fatuous concern for “ocular proof,” 
and the proof that is seized upon is no more substantial in one case 
than in the other. 
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mystery of sin, the fountain of all wicked arts, and which 
inexhaustibly supplies more evil impulses than human 
power—than my power at its utmost—can make manifest 
in deeds.” (II, 103!.) 

Knowledge of sin, then, and most often of sexual sin, 
is the prize for which Goodman Brorvn seems tempted to 
barter his soul. In this version of the Faustian pact, the 
offered power is unrelated to any practical influence in the 
world; what Brown aspires to, if we can take this bargain 
as emanating from his own tvishes, is an acme of voyeur¬ 
ism, a prurience so effective in its ferreting for scandal that 
it can uncover wicked thoughts before they have been 
enacted. 

Thus Goodman Brown, a curiously preoccupied bride¬ 
groom, escapes from his wife’s embraces to a vision of gen¬ 
eral nastiness. The accusation that Brown’s Devil makes 
against all mankind, and then more pointedly against 
Faith, clearly issues from Brown’s own horror of adult¬ 
hood, his inability to accept the place of sexuality in 
married love. Brown remains the little boy who has heard 
rumors about the polluted pleasures of adults, and who 
wants to learn more about them despite or because of the 
fact that he finds them disgusting. His forest journey, in 
fact, amounts to a vicarious and lurid sexual adventure. 
Without insisting on the extraordinary redundancy of 
phallic objects in the tale, I shall merely cite the judg¬ 
ment of critics who do not share the bias of this study. 
Roy R. Male finds that “almost everything in the forest 
scene suggests that the communion of sinners is essentially 
sexual . ..,” and Daniel G. Hoffman, after reminding us 
that a witches’ coven is, prima jade, an orgy with the 
Devil, finds that “phallic and psychosexual associations are 
made intrinsic to the thematic development of [Ha\v- 
thorne’s] story.... Brown’s whole experience is described 
as a penetration of a dark Rnd lonely way through a 
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branched forest... At journey’s end is the orgiastic com¬ 
munion amid leaping flames.” ^ 

If Brown’s sexual attitude is that of a young boy rather 
than a normal bridegroom, we may be permitted to won¬ 
der if parental, not wifely, sexuality is not the true object 
of his prurience. This supposition is strengthened by the 
virtual identity between the Devil’s convocation of damned 
Salem dignitaries here and the comparable scene in “Alice 
Doane’s Appeal.” In both cases the expose is of “all whom 
ye have reverenced from youth,” and in the earlier story 
an Oedipal theme is made all but explicit. “Young Good¬ 
man Brown” is subtler but not essentially different. The 
Devil, the carnal initiator, happens to look exactly like 
Brown’s grandfather, and he and Brown “might have been 
taken for father and son” (II, 91). This Devil, furthermore, 
persuades Brown to join the coven by feeding his cynicism 
about all his male ancestors—who turn out to have a con¬ 
nection with Hawthorne’s own ancestors. After declaring 
himself to be as well acquainted with the Browns as any 
other Puritan family, the Devil adds, “I helped your grand¬ 
father, the constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman 
so smartly through the streets of Salem” (II, 92; see pp. 35!. 
above). If forefathers are fathers at a slight remove, both 
Brown and Hawthorne are leveling circuitously filial 
charges of sexual irregularity here. And the charges be¬ 
come more pointed when the witch Goody Cloyse recog¬ 
nizes that the Devil is “in the very image of my old gossip, 
Goodman Brown ...” (II, 94). It is not difficult to see the 
sense in which Brown’s grandfather is alleged to have 
been the “gossip” or confidant of a witch who is met on 
the way to an orgy. If Brown must now believe this of 
his grandfather, he must also have some doubts about his 
father; for his earlier statement, “My father never went 
into the woods on such an errand, nor his father before 
him” (II, 92), has already been half-refuted. 

4. Hawthorne’s Tragic Vision, p. 78; Form and Fable in American 
Fiction, pp. 1651. 
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It would seem, then, that “Young Goodman Brown’’ 
offers yet another instance of Hawthorne’s practice of 
denigrating fathers in absentia. As usual, too, the missing 
literal father is replaced by numerous authority-figures 
who can be regarded as his surrogates. Few pages in the 
tale lack some accusatory reference to a king, a governor, 
a minister, a deacon, or an elder of the church. When 
Brown, in a frenzy of self-induced despair, cries “Come 
witch, come wizard, come Indian powwow, come devil him¬ 
self, and here comes Goodman Brown” (II, 99), he has not 
simply given himself over to hell, but has done so by align¬ 
ing himself with unscrupulous male authorities—the evil 
counterparts of “all whom ye have reverenced from youth.” 
Having recognized in his elders the very impulses that filial 
respect has inhibited in himself, he declares himself free 
to indulge those impulses without punishment. “You may 
as well fear him [i.e., himself],” he tells the anti-authorities, 
“as he fear you” (II, 99). 

Brown’s fantasy-experience, like that of Robin Moli- 
neux, follows the classic Oedipal pattern; resentment of 
paternal authority is conjoined with ambiguous sexual 
temptation. In both instances, furthermore, the hero’s atti¬ 
tude toward womankind is violently ambivalent. A general 
slur on women is implied when Brown sees that the forest 
sinners include virtually all the respectable women he has 
known, from the Governor’s wife and her friends through 
“wives of honored husbands, and widows, a great multi¬ 
tude, and ancient maidens, all of excellent repute, and 
fair young girls, who trembled lest their mothers should 
espy them” (II, 101). The near-universality of this com¬ 
pany reminds us of the two critical figures who are miss¬ 
ing: Brown’s mother and his wife. Yet Faith does arrive, 
only to disappear at the hideous moment of initiation— 
as if Brown were not able to stand a final confrontation 
of his suspicions about her. And he has been led to this 
moment by reflecting that the woman who taught him 
his catechism as a boy. Goody Cloyse, is a witch; this is to 
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say that maternal authority is as questionable as paternal 
authority.® Like Ilbrahim, however, Brown finally absolves 
his mother, but not his father. Just as he is about to join 
the congregation of sinners, “He could have well-nigh 
sw'orn that the shape of his own dead father beckoned him 
to advance, looking downward from a smoke ivreath, while 
a woman, ivith dim features of despair, threw out her hand 
to warn him back. Was it his mother?” (II, 102) 

The general pattern of “Young Goodman Brown” is 
that fathers are degraded to devils and mothers to witches 
(both attributions, of course, are confirmed in psycho¬ 
analysis). Yet the outcome of that pattern, as is always true 
of Haivthorne’s plots, is not simple degradation but a per¬ 
petuated ambivalence. Brown lives out a long life with 
Faith and has children by her, but entertains continual 
suspicions about her virtue. In retrospect we can say that 
the source of his uncertainty has been discernible from 
the beginning—namely, his insistence upon seeing Faith 
more as an idealized mother than as a wife. She has been 
his “blessed angel on earth,” and he has nurtured a trans¬ 
parently filial desire to “cling to her skirts and follow her 

5. Brown resembles Robin in allowing his general faith in women 
to be shaken by his acquaintance with one degenerate woman. In 
reply to his objection that Faith’s heart would be broken by his 
joining the sabbath, the Devil says, “I would not for twenty old 
women like the one hobbling before us that Faith should come to 
any harm” (II, 93). This insinuation that the loved woman is some¬ 
how linked to the despised one is picked up by Brown. “What if a 
wretched old woman do choose to go to the devil when I thought 
she was going to heaven,” he tells himself; “is that any reason why 
I should quit my dear Faith and go after her?” (II, 96). Like Reuben 
Bourne’s anguished question as to whether he should desert Roger 
Malvin because Roger has been a father to him, this sentence hints 
at unconscious motivation. Brown is beginning to see Faith under 
the aspect of the evil-maternal Goody Cloyse; and he puts “a world 
of meaning” (II, 95) into his astonished reflection that it was she 
who taught him his catechism. 
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to heaven” (II, 90). A bridegroom with such notions is 
well prepared for an appointment ivith the Devil. 

Nothing can be gained from disputing whether Brown’s 
forest experience was real or dreamed, for in either case 
it serves his private need to make lurid sexual complaints 
against mankind. Yet the richness of Hawthorne’s irony 
is such that, when Brown turns to a Gulliver-like mis¬ 
anthropy and spends the rest of his days shrinking from 
wife and neighbors, we cannot cpiite dismiss his attitude 
as unfounded. Like Gulliver’s, his distinctly pathological 
abhorrence has come from a deeper initiation into human 
depravity than his normal townsmen will ever know. Who 
is to say that they are exempt from the fantasies that have 
warped him? The only sure point is that by indulging 
those fantasies Brown has become different; at least one 
case of human foul-heartedness has been amply docu¬ 
mented, and for all we know, Salem may be teeming with 
latent Goodman Browns. In examining his own mind, I 
imagine, Hawthorne found good reasons for thinking that 
this might be so. 

Exactly parallel to Young Goodman Brown’s case is that 
of the Reverend Hooper in ‘‘The Minister’s Black Veil”— 
a story that has provided much doctrinal ammunition for 
critics who are predisposed to see Hawthorne’s ideal as a 
mild-mannered bachelor in clerical garb. If Hooper is not, 
as some maintain, ‘‘a preacher ivho preaches on behalf of 
the author,” neither is he a perfect Antichrist in his pride 
and despair.® Both interpretations ignore Hawthorne’s 
evasiveness about ultimate truth and his meticulous con¬ 
cern ^vith ironies of motivation. As in Brown’s case, what 
we learn about secret sin from Hooper is only what Hooper 
becomes, not what he believes. He is a pathetically self- 
deluded idealist who, goaded into monomania by a cer- 

6. See Levin, The Power of Blackness, p. 42, and William Bysshe 
Stein, “The Parable of the Antichrist in ‘The Minister’s Black Veil,’ ’’ 
American Literature, XXVII (November 1955), 386-92. 
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tain incompleteness in his nature, ends by becoming the 
one obvious exemplar of the vice he rightly or wrongly 
attributes to everyone elseJ 

Perhaps the best ^vay to see the parallelism between 
Hooper’s case and Goodman Bro^vn’s is to remind our¬ 
selves of the religious consequences of the two revul¬ 
sions against mankind. We are not likely to call Brown 
a religious sage, yet his attitudes are no less “holy” than 
Hooper’s. Why should we lend a transcendent aura to 
Hooper’s gloom while regarding Brown’s, quite rightly, 
as pathological? The fact is that Brown’s mania takes 
the form of a super-piety scarcely distinguishable from 
Hooper’s: 

On the Sabbath day, when the congregation were singing 
a holy psalm, he could not listen because an anthem of 
sin rushed loudly upon his ear and drowned all the 
blessed strain. When the minister spoke from the pulpit 
with power and fervid eloquence, and, with his hand on 
the open Bible, of the sacred truths of our religion, and 
of saint-like lives and triumphant deaths, and of future 
bliss or misery unutterable, then did Goodman Brown 
turn pale, dreading lest the roof should thunder down 
upon the gray blasphemer and his hearers. (II, loG) 

It is fairly clear that the “anthem of sin” assaulting 
Brown’s ears is a projection of his own half-repressed fan¬ 
tasies. Yet in taking a radical view of man’s sinfulness 
Brown is being an orthodox Calvinist; as several critics 
have noted, one of the beauties of “Young Goodman 
Brown” is that the Devil’s role is to persuade the hero to 
take his religion seriously. We might therefore say that 
the tale is psychologically if not theologically anti-Puritan. 
But if this is so, it follows that we are under no obligation 

7. Of all readings of the tale, that of E. Earle Stibitz does best 
justice to this quintessentially Hawthornian situation. See "Ironic 
Unity in Hawthorne’s ‘The Minister’s Black Veil,’ ” AmertcaJi Litera¬ 
ture, XXXIV (May 1962), 182-90. 


io8 


THE SINS OF THE FATHERS 


to admire the same radical pessimism in Hooper simply 
because Hooper is a Puritan minister. 

In one sense Hooper’s “eccentricity” (I, 5211.) appears 
to be without direct motive. Like other Hawthornian 
monomaniacs, he points to a mysterious external necessity 
when asked to explain his behavior, and we are permitted 
no glimpse of his mind before he dons the veil. Yet Haw¬ 
thorne’s visual presentation of him is a distinct sketch of 
a familiar character-type. The minister is “a gentlemanly 
person, of about thirty, though still a bachelor. .. dressed 
with due clerical neatness, as if a careful wife had starched 
his band, and brushed the weekly dust from his Sunday 
garb” (I, 53). From these few words we would expect 
Hooper to display a fastidiousness in his personal rela¬ 
tions as well as in his dress. And indeed, the note of tidy 
womanliness here runs through the tale in a faint, sugges¬ 
tive undercurrent, particularly in the continual mention 
of the veil. As one parishioner remarks with unconscious 
acuteness, “How strange ... that a simple black veil, such 
as any ivoman might xoear on her bonnet, should become 
such a terrible thing on Mr. Hooper’s face!” (I, 56f.; my 
italics). 

Such innuendoes become significant when we learn that 
Hooper is engaged to be married. His consummately nor¬ 
mal fiancee, Elizabeth, cannot persuade him to remove the 
veil, with the predictable result that the marriage is called 
off. Hooper’s reaction to Elizabeth’s farewell is to smile, 
despite his grief, at the thought that “only a material em¬ 
blem had separated him from happiness, though the hor¬ 
rors, which it shadowed forth, must be drawn darkly 
between the fondest of lovers” (I, 63^). This smile, which 
recurs so often that it acquires a quality of daffy abstracted¬ 
ness, is Hooper’s substitute for considering Elizabeth’s 
reasonable plea. It could be plausibly argued, I think, that 
Hooper has donned the veil in order to prevent his mar¬ 
riage. On the one hand we see that he is already quite 
prim enough without a woman in the house, and on the 
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Other tve find that he broods over dark, unspecified Iiorrors 
that must separate the fondest of lovers. Where have these 
horrors come from, if not from his own imagination? It is 
possible that Hooper, who like Goodman Bro^vn is obliged 
to confront the sexual aspects of woiuanhood, shares 
Brown’s fears and has hit upon a means of forestalling 
their realization in marriage. His literal wearing of a veil, 
like Bro^vn’s figurative removal of it to leer at the horrid 
sexuality underneath, acts as a defense against normal adult 
love. No wonder that the topic of his first “veiled” sermon 
is “secret sin, and those sad mysteries tvhich we hide from 
our nearest and dearest, and would fain conceal from our 
own consciousness . ..” (I, 55; my italics). 

Now, I do not care to lay very much stress on the indi¬ 
cations of sexual squeamishness in Hooper. They are there, 
but they command much less attention than the com¬ 
parable elements in “Young Goodman Brown.” But the 
very ambiguity in Hooper’s motivation enables Hawthorne 
to offer us glimpses into the minds of the people who must 
form their o^vn theories about their minister. This is true, 
for example, at the funeral of the young lady with whom 
Hooper seems to have had some connection, if only in his 
thoughts. Poe and others have made much of Hooper’s un¬ 
easiness in the presence of the corpse, and have intimated 
that Hooper, like his later counterpart Dimmesdale, must 
have been tempted into sexual indulgence at least once 
in his career. Yet the hints of an explicit liaison are sup¬ 
plied by the highly suggestible bystanders to the scene. It 
is “a superstitious old woman” (I, 58) who thinks that the 
corpse has shuddered at Hooper’s aspect, and it is “a fancy” 
(I, 58) of two parishioners that Hooper and the girl’s spirit 
are marching hand in hand in the procession. That the 
fancy is shared is no sign of its truth. Simply, Hawthorne 
is exposing a preoccupation in the collective mind of the 
town. 

This preoccupation might be said to be the chief object 
of Hawthorne’s scrutiny in “The Minister’s Black Veil.” 


1 lO 


THE SINS OF THE FATHERS 


From the beginning he is concerned with the telltale re¬ 
sponses that Hooper’s “ambiguity of sin or sorrow’’ (I, 65) 
elicits from his fellow men. In the sermon on buried sin 
“each member of the congregation, the most innocent girl, 
and the man of hardened breast, felt as if the preacher had 
crept upon them, behind his awful veil, and discovered 
their hoarded iniquity of deed or thought’’ (I, 55). By join¬ 
ing young virgins with old sinners Hawthorne is placing 
his customary emphasis on the universality of human 
nature; no one is completely free from the urges that are 
gratified by only a few. Hooper’s parishioners would prefer 
not to ackno^vledge these urges of which he has become 
a visible reminder. They begin slighting him,® making fun 
of him, fleeing his presence, calling him insane, and invent¬ 
ing sexual rumors about him that will cancel the relevance 
of the veil to their own latent thoughts. Of all the busy- 
bodies in the town, including a special delegation whose 
task is to uncover the mystery, no one is able to face Hooper 
directly—and even Elizabeth shotvs herself susceptible to 
the “whispers” (I, 62) of an obviously sexual scandal. When 
she too is suddenly terrified by a hidden meaning in the 
veil, Hawthorne has capped his demonstration of general 
malaise, for Elizabeth possesses a steady, cleansing love that 
seems unique in the town. Hooper is doubtless the supreme 
example of isolation “in that saddest of all prisons, his own 
heart” (I, 67), but his difference from the others is only a 
matter of degree. 

Thus the world of “The Minister’s Black Veil” is one 
in which a man can reasonably be “afraid to be alone with 
himself” (I, 57). The real struggle in the tale is not between 
Hooper and the others but between conscious and uncon¬ 
scious thoughts within each individual. Total repression is 

8. A particularly interesting early example is Old Squire Saunders’s 
forgetting to invite Hooper to dinner after the Sunday service—a slip 
that is said to occur "doubtless by an accidental lapse of memory” 
(1, 56). It is clear that Hawthorne’s interest in such “accidents” was 
parallel to Freud’s in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. 
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restored in everyone but Hooper, and in his case, as in 
Goodman Brown’s, the truth is permitted utterance only 
in the form of symbolism and accusation. Hooper has a 
sympathy with “all dark affections” (I, 65), but he lacks 
the courage to confess their hold upon his own imagina¬ 
tion. He too is one of those who are frightened by the veil, 
and understandably so, for he has had clear intimations of 
what the force of civilization must contend with in its effort 
to remain the master. Hawthorne leaves us with the Swift¬ 
ian idea that a little self-knowledge is worse than none, 
and that the best approximation to happiness rests in an 
ignorant, busy involvement with a society of unconscious 
hypocrites. 

In proceeding from sexual fear to obsession and mis¬ 
anthropy, Brown and Hooper may stand for Hawthorne’s 
escapists generally. Sometimes, as with Ethan Brand, the 
hint of twisted sexuality is offered almost as an irrelevant 
afterthought; we learn in passing that in his search for the 
Unpardonable Sin, which is of course finally located in his 
own breast. Brand has taken an innocent girl and made 
her “the subject of a psychological experiment, and wasted, 
absorbed, and perhaps annihilated her soul, in the process” 
(III, 489). More often, as in “Egotism; or. The Bosom Ser¬ 
pent,” “The Birthmark,” “The Artist of the Beautiful,” 
and “The Man of Adamant,” the hero is facing a matri¬ 
monial challenge like Brown’s or Hooper’s. Either he is 
evading marriage, or he has been discarded for a better 
lover, or he is a strangely uneasy newly^ved, or his wife is 
simply temporarily absent. However sketchy the connec¬ 
tion between the hero’s lovelessness and his zealous project 
or phobia, that connection is always indicated.® 

9. As Harry Levin remarks, Hawthorne’s tales are "rife with matri¬ 
monial fears” {The Power of Blackness, p. 58). Levin alludes to "Mrs. 
Bullfrog,” “The Wedding Knell,” “The Shaker Bridal,” “Edward 
Fane’s Rosebud,” “The Wives of the Dead,” and “The White Old 
Maid”—a modest beginning for an inventory of the relevant works. 
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In all these tales it is possible, indeed traditional, to 
ignore the sometimes obscure hints of regressive motiva¬ 
tion and emphasize the hero’s moral achievement or fail¬ 
ure. Cumulatively, however, the examples of sexually odd 
escapists amount to a virtual demonstration that Haw¬ 
thorne regarded fear of normal adulthood as the prijmim 
mobile of all alienation, whether that alienation results in 
scientific study, art, or simply derangement. It is also note¬ 
worthy that the authorial moralizing in these tales is never 
translated into action. Hawthorne can say, for example, 
that Aylmer in “The Birthmark’’ would have done better 
to “find the perfect future in the present’’ (II, 69) than 
to kill his wife; but everything that precedes this final 
sentiment reduces it to impertinence. On the first page of 
the story tve are warned that Aylmer’s marital love could 
prevail only by “intertwining itself with his love of science’’ 
(II, 47), and such intertwining always points to uncon¬ 
scious compulsion. Hawthorne has \vritten a tale of psy¬ 
chological necessity, not of moral error.^® Similarly, Ethan 
Brand can interrupt his progress toward self-destruction 
long enough to draw a moral from his “sin of an intellect 
that triumphed over the sense of brotherhood with man 
and reverence for God’’ (III, 485); yet this awareness does 
not alter his behavior in the slightest degree. He is a pas¬ 
sive, even a sardonically amused, spectator of his own 
damnation. If we ask why this must be so, the only avail¬ 
able answer is that moral understanding does not reach 
low enough into the region where the hero receives his 
incontrovertible commands. 

Our argument, however, is not that Hawthorne ingen¬ 
iously constructed traps for the unwary, moralistic reader; 
in all likelihood he was as anxious as anyone to view his 
heroes superficially. Our argument is that he represented 
their motives, whether or not he meant to. And in this 
spirit we may remark that his tales of sexual embarrass- 


10. For evidence, see p. 126 below.^ 
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ment are full of sexual symbolism. It is hard to decide 
whether he tvould have been appalled or amused at recog¬ 
nizing this feature of his art, but its prominence in the 
tales of escapism corroborates our vie^v that sexual obses¬ 
sion is a governing force in those tales. The example of 
Young Goodman Brown is typical: flight from the mar¬ 
riage-bed is rendered in terms of symbolic decor whose 
phallic quality is apparent to most modern readers. Brown’s 
talisman, the writhing serpent-staff he borrows from the 
Devil, calls to mind the bosom serpent of Roderick Ellis- 
ton. The latter is invited by Elliston’s “diseased self-con¬ 
templation” (II, 319) in his wife’s absence, and it disap¬ 
pears magically at her return—a pattern that might well 
be characterized as masturbatory. Again, Ethan Brand, 
having scientifically abused an innocent girl, ends by leap¬ 
ing into a lime-kiln whose door “resembled nothing so 
much as the private entrance to the infernal regions” (III, 
478). Hawthorne is paraphrasing Bunyan, but the lurid 
atmosphere of the tale encourages us to see a genital refer¬ 
ence in the image.^^ And something similar may be said 
of the Reverend Hooper’s mouth: by feeling a need to veil 
it he imparts a vaguely repulsive horror to it—one that is 
altogether in keeping with his effeminate nature.^* Haw¬ 
thorne’s fastidious idealists always flee from the modest 
sexual demands of actuality into a world of symbolism in 
which sex has usurped or “intertwined” itself with every 
other concern. 

I grant that in some cases the context is insufficiently 
erotic for us to insist on these readings. If we interpret 
“Ethan Brand” in sexual terms, it can only be by frankly 
applying the fallacy of analogy with similar tales. And yet 

11. For a recurrence of the identical phrase in a less ambiguous 
context of sexual ambivalence, see the passage from “Rappaccini's 
Daughter” quoted on p. 118 below. 

12. A more distinctly genital veiled mouth is very much at issue 
in The Blilliedale Romance; see pp. 2o8f. below. 
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the analogy is a powerful one: the stamp of a single 
obsessed imagination lies upon all Haw’thorne’s stories of 
escapism. Roughly the same imagery and atmosphere, the 
same absence or absurdity of conscious motive, the same 
ambiguity as to whether the hero’s idea of human deprav¬ 
ity applies to others as well as to himself, the same immu¬ 
nity of his compulsion to moral influence, occur in every 
tale. Given this sameness, it seems permissible to use the 
obviously regressive cases as explanatory of the less obvious 
ones. 

Hence the usefulness of the most grotesque and openly 
pathological of all Hawthorne’s escapists, Richard Digby 
in “The Man of Adamant.’’ Like his counterparts else¬ 
where, Digby is upset by the general wickedness of man¬ 
kind, and more especially by a normal tvoman who offers 
him a prospect of married love. To escape her he sails 
across the ocean and searches out a special refuge—a dark 
cave with “so dense a veil of tangled foliage about it, that 
none but a sworn lover of gloomy recesses would have dis¬ 
covered the low arch of its entrance, or have dared to step 
within its vaulted chamber, where the burning eyes of a 
panther might encounter him’’ (III, 5 ^^)- From this dubi¬ 
ous bastion of purity, whose details suggest something less 
abstract and less exalted than communion with God, the 
hero delivers insults to his persistent admirer. “ ‘Off!’ cried 
he. ‘I am sanctified, and thou art sinful’ ’’ (III, 569). "When 
he eventually dies, calcified by the atmosphere of his ref¬ 
uge, he and the cave together become more urgently sym¬ 
bolic than before. The mouth of the cave-sepiilchre is 
gradually concealed by darksome pines and a further “thick 
veil of creeping plants’’ (III, 572). Over a century after 
Digby’s death, some playful children pull aside this veil, 
find the petrified corpse, and race homeward “without a 
second glance into the gloomy recess” (III, 572)- Their 
father is braver, yet his reaction is strangely irrational: 
“the moment that he recovered from the fascination of his 
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first gaze, [he] began to heap stones into the mouth of the 
cavern” (III, 573). And though hardly anyone will admit 
to believing that the cave exists at all, ‘‘grown people avoid 
the spot, nor do children play there” (III, 573). ‘‘Friend¬ 
ship, and Love, and Piety,” Hawthorne adds with em¬ 
phasis, ‘‘all human and celestial sympathies, should keep 
aloof from that hidden cave” (III, 573). 

Here sexual symbolism has wrenched itself away from 
moral or allegorical meaning. Though Digby is a Puritan 
fanatic and his rejected lady a type of true religion, their 
theological contest is outlasted by the genital obsession that 
underlies it; Digby’s fear is so compelling and contagious 
that it appalls a new generation of anxious mortals. No 
reading in realistic or religious terms can account for Haw¬ 
thorne’s admonition that Friendship and Love and Piety 
should keep aloof from the cave. This tale offers an ex¬ 
treme version of the pattern we have found in others: the 
hero becomes an image of lohat he loathes, and his fellow 
men try to erase this image from their minds. 

Let us understand the full implication of Hawthorne s 
advice to shun Digby’s cave. ‘‘True religion” is not in¬ 
volved; it is simply a question of maintaining a happy 
ignorance of real psychic terrors. Hawthorne s counsel is 
not to refute or reject the monomaniac ideas that rule his 
plots, but to avoid them—not to light a candle in the dark, 
but to heap stones into the cave’s mouth. This attitude, 
which we may call both heterodox and neurotic, will prove 
to be his greatest liability as an artist. Secretly entertain¬ 
ing the Avorst fantasies that drive his heroes to escapism, 
Hawthorne will begin to lose the courage necessary for 
creating such heroes. His entire plots, rather than merely 
his protagonists, will flee from themes that become more 
inescapable in symbolism as they become more intolerable 
to conscious thought. The result will be, not an ambiguous 
and energized study of obsession, but ingenious hypocrisy 
and aesthetic confusion. Before this phase of shadow-box- 
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ing is reached, however, Hawthorne remains capable of 
great psychological fiction. It is no coincidence that, as the 
next two chapters will show, the ironic figure of the sexnal 
escapist stands at the center of one of his richest tales and 
his indisputably best romance. 



VII 


Giovanni^s Garden 


“La femme est naturelle, c’est4-dire abominable.” 

—BAUDELAIRE 


“Rappaccini’s Daughter” is the rock on which theories 
about Hawthorne’s high moral purpose regularly founder. 
Few of his tales invite a sweeping, transcendent interpreta¬ 
tion more tantalizingly. Hawthorne says at the outset that 
he is a ^\Titer of allegories, and his plot, focused on a 
diabolical scientist and the courtship of his spiritually pure 
but chemically toxic daughter, contains absurdities that 
cry out for some non-literal rationale. Criticism has sup¬ 
plied many such rationales but has rarely been able to deal 
meaningfully with the story’s main inconsistency. The 
shallow young hero, Giovanni Guasconti, is explicitly 
criticized for regarding Beatrice Rappaccini as monstrous, 
but as a potential bride she is monstrous. While Ha\vthorne 
takes pains to impugn the accuracy of Giovanni’s observa¬ 
tion when he is verifying her poisonousness, Giovanni 
turns out to have been strictly correct. Beatrice herself 
seems only intermittently aware of her toxic properties, 
and Ave can hardly avoid sharing some of Giovanni’s even¬ 
tual exasperation with her. Yet this insecticide maiden is 
said to be angelic perfection in fleshly form. Hawthorne’s 
plot, in short, encourages suspicions which his explicit 
moralizing condemns as narrowly materialistic—a state of 
affairs Avliich we are by now equipped to see as far from 
atypical. 

The most fa^'ored reading of the tale, and one that finds 
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much apparent support in Hawthorne’s imagery, is reli¬ 
gious: by adopting the skepticism of Rappaccini’s rival, 
Baglioni, Giovanni renders himself unworthy of the Chris¬ 
tian redemption embodied in Beatrice.^ Such an interpreta¬ 
tion, while lending importance to a plot whose contriv¬ 
ances are hard to take seriously, makes the disproportion 
between vehicle and meaning especially embarrassing. The 
redemption that Giovanni is said to forgo is conveyed by 
a prospective marriage of two chemical freaks; to find this 
symbol very appealing the reader must be inordinately 
fond of religious paradoxes. 

If we provisionally resist the urge to allegorize and sim¬ 
ply consider the hero’s literal situation, a more workable 
interpretation suggests itself. The conflict of feelings that 
Beatrice arouses in Giovanni is already familiar to us from 
other tales: 

It was not love, although her rich beauty was a madness 
to him; nor horror, even while he fancied her spirit to 
be imbued with the same baneful essence that seemed to 
pervade her physical frame; but a wild offspring of both 
love and horror that had each parent in it, and burned like 
one and shivered like the other. Giovanni knew not what 
to dread; still less did he know what to hope; yet hope 
and dread kept a continual warfare in his breast, alter¬ 
nately vanquishing one another and starting up afresh to 
renetv the contest. Blessed are all simple emotions, be they 
dark or bright! It is the lurid intermixture of the two that 
produces the illuminating blaze of the infernal regions. 
(11. 123) 

These are the mixed emotions whose source in other 
Hawthornian heroes is sexual; and Giovanni resembles 
those heroes in his inexperience, his immaturity, and his 

1. This argument is most fully developed by Male, Hawthorne's 
Tragic Vision, pp. 54*70. See also Fogle, Hawthorne's Fiction, pp. 
91*103, and Waggoner, Hawthorne, 111-24. 
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situation of erotic challenge. If Beatrice’s “poisonousness” 
accounts for his characteristically ambivalent reaction, 
then that poisonousness may stand for her sexuality as it 
affects his contrary impulses. Hope and dread wage con¬ 
tinual warfare in Giovanni’s breast because he fears exactly 
what he desires. His sexual ambition triggers his fits of 
revulsion, for the closer he comes to Beatrice, the more he 
is appalled by her implied sexual power.” 

The equation of poison with sexuality differs from 
more thoroughgoing allegorical theories in that it pre¬ 
serves the literal plot nearly intact and accounts for its 
seeming excesses. We need not even suppose that Beatrice’s 
poisonousness is “really” sexuality; it suffices that both 
Giovanni and Beatrice herself act as if it were. The strange 
inconsistencies in Beatrice’s behavior as well as in Gio¬ 
vanni’s can be explained if we see that both characters, 
caught as they are in the first mature love affair of their 
lives and betrayed by their ignorance of each other’s na¬ 
ture, use Beatrice’s poisonousness as a kind of double 
entendre for what they cannot discuss or even contemplate 
without fear. 

This theory helps to account for Beatrice’s puzzling atti¬ 
tude totvard her otvn toxic properties. She can confess to 
Giovanni in one breath, “I, it is true, am the horrible 
thing thou namest me,” but can swear indignantly in 
almost the next that “it tvas not I” (II, 144) who poisoned 
him; all the blame is Rappaccini’s. This self-justification 
appears to rest on the scarcely believable fact that Beatrice, 
despite her knowledge of her deadliness to other creatures 
and her fears for Giovanni’s safety in the garden,® has 

2. Tills approach is anticipated by Richard B. Hovey, “Love and 
Hate in ‘Rappaccini’s Daughter,’ ” University of Kansas City Review, 
XXIX (Winter 1962), 137-45. The present chapter draws on differ¬ 
ent evidence and raises further questions, but it is meant to sub¬ 
stantiate Hovey’s position. 

3. At one point, in fact, she warns Giovanni away from her favor¬ 
ite plant because to touch it would be “fatal” (II, 132). Yet she has 
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never once considered that he might be taking contagion 
from her. Beatrice’s ignorance becomes less remarkable, 
however, if we see that it refers primarily to her unaware¬ 
ness of her power of enticement. Though she has “instilled 
a fierce and subtle poison into his system’’ (II, 123)—mean- 
ing, in this passage, Giovanni’s mixture of emotions—she 
has done so unwittingly. ^Vhat she is really disavowing is 
that she has deliberately exploited her attractiveness, which 
has been enhanced by the mysterious aura of danger attach¬ 
ing to her poisonousness. That Beatrice, regardless of all 
the evidence, has refused to imagine the possibility of her 
infecting Giovanni until he accuses her point-blank, indi¬ 
cates that “poisonousness’’ is charged with an especially 
unpleasant meaning for her with regard to Giovanni. Her 
innocence consists in an almost willful ignorance of her 
sexual power, and this ignorance is the foundation of her 
claim to spiritual purity. 

The sexual quality of Beatrice’s allure has been obvi¬ 
ous even to critics who minimize its importance. She is 
repeatedly described in terms of richness, luxuriousness, 
and dark gorgeousness, and her voluptuous beauty sets off 
the wildest fantasies in the impressionable Giovanni. Sig¬ 
nificantly, these fantasies are linked to her poisonousness. 
Again and again in the story, Giovanni’s thoughts about 
poison are appropriate to sexual fear, and it is noteworthy 
that when he has forgotten Beatrice’s poisonousness he has 
also forgotten her womanly maturity. For Giovanni she 
must be either childlike and innocent or poisonous and 
guilty; while these are crude and unbalanced alternatives, 
the important point is that they are the only ones available 
to Giovanni’s imagination. This narrowness in him—it is 
shared, of course, in less metaphorical terms by Haw¬ 
thorne’s other escapists—can be explained only if ^ve sup¬ 
pose that for him sexual maturity and fatal toxic power 

plucked a lethal blossom from it herself and worn it nonchalantly 
in her bosom (If, 120). 
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are equally repugnant and indeed identical. The equation 
ivorks, in fact, both ways: whenever Giovanni makes semi- 
intentional amatory advances, what literally checks him is 
fear of poison. Thus, for example, he yearns to touch 
Beatrice’s hair, but “on the few occasions when Giovanni 
had seemed tempted to overstep the limit, Beatrice grew 
so sad, so stern, and withal wore such a look of desolate 
separation, shuddering at itself, that not a spoken word 
was requisite to repel him. At such times he was startled 
at the horrible suspicions that rose, monster-like, out of 
the caverns of his heart. .(II, 134). Here the association 
of “overstepping” the bounds of chaste courtship ivith the 
confronting of Beatrice’s poisonousness is so patent that 
the effect verges on comedy. 

The focus of symbolic meaning in “Rappaccini’s Daugh¬ 
ter” remains largely on the garden itself, ivhich is not only 
the setting for most of the action but also a kind of moral¬ 
ized landscape reflecting the characters’ moods and obses¬ 
sions. It is noteworthy, therefore, that the garden has 
strong sexual connotations. Beatrice’s ignorance of her 
own passionate nature is intricately suggested in her asso¬ 
ciation tvdth, yet repugnance for, the poisonous flowers of 
the garden. Several of these flowers, says Hawthorne, 
“would have shocked a delicate instinct” by their “com¬ 
mixture, and, as it were, adultery, of various vegetable 
species” (II, 128). Such an adultery is “the monstrous off¬ 
spring of man’s depraved fancy” (II, 128). The gorgeous¬ 
ness of these flowers “seemed fierce, passionate, and even 
unnatural” (II, 128) to Giovanni, and Beatrice herself 
confesses that they “shock and offend me when they meet 
my eye” (II, 129). These are strangely prudish reactions to 
literal flowers, however outlandish in form. One might 
almost accuse Giovanni and Beatrice of having read up on 
Freudian flower symbolism. 

It is, hotv’ever, precisely Beatrice’s insensitivity to the 
flowers’ relevance to her own physical nature that saves 
her imagination from “impurity.” She does not see the 
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ingredient of passion in her extraordinary relationship 
with the most poisonous shrub in the garden. “Yes, my 
sister, my splendor,” she says to this purple plant, “it shall 
be Beatrice’s task to nurse and serve thee; and thou shalt 
reward her with thy kisses and perfumed breath, which to 
her is as the breath of life” (II, 114). The “sisterly” quality 
of this affection seems questionable, and becomes more so 
a few pages later; “Approaching the shrub, she thretv open 
her arms, as with a passionate ardor, and drew its branches 
into an intimate embrace—so intimate that her features 
were hidden in its leafy bosom and her glistening ringlets 
all intermingled with the flowers” (II, 119). We can hardly 
blame Giovanni if, in watching such behavior, he fearfully 
imagines himself in the place of the erotically smothered 
branches, particularly since Beatrice herself realizes that 
her love for him is replacing her love for the deadly shrub 
(II, 131). 

That Giovanni is appalled as well as fascinated by such 
implications is literally plausible, but it is also symbolically 
pertinent to his inexperience as a lover. Hawthorne shows 
him to be infatuated with his own “remarkable beauty of 
person” (II, 109) and naively anxious to test out his seduc¬ 
tiveness. His “shallowness of feeling and insincerity of 
character” (II, 140) demand a love-object that will merely 
flatter his vanity, not make sexual demands of its own. 
Every hint of Beatrice’s complete womanliness is thus a 
blow to his narcissism. But beyond this, Giovanni displays 
an abject terror before the tvhole phenomenon of female 
sexuality. Both he and Beatrice want to perpetuate a rela¬ 
tionship “as unreserved as if they had been playmates from 
early infancy—as if they were such playmates still” (II, 
i33f.). Beatrice, like Desdemona, has never thought of love 
in any other terms, but Giovanni—who will show the un¬ 
just rage of an Othello before the tale is over—has not 
passed his boyhood in an enclosed garden and must cope 
with the very reasonable suspicion that such pastoral inno¬ 
cence is implausible. The important thing, however, is 
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that he does insist upon this innocence. Without recourse 
to analogous cases we can say that the homesick and vir¬ 
ginal Giovanni really wants to find a surrogate mother or 
sister in Beatrice, for he cannot recognize her sexuality 
without at once degrading her spitefully to the level of a 
scheming prostitute. 

Thus Giovanni’s lurid intermixture of feelings springs 
not only from an ambivalence between childishness and 
womanliness in Beatrice, but from his own combination 
of fear and prurient interest ^vith regard to her sexuality. 
To match his revulsion there is a nearly equal quantity of 
ambition to win the prize. “The instant that he was aware 
of the possibility of approaching Beatrice, it seemed an 
absolute necessity of his existence to do so’’ (II, 126). Haw¬ 
thorne indulges in a series of blatant innuendoes to ensure 
that we see the nature of this necessity. The smirking crone 
Lisabetta, who has been interpreted in a divine light be¬ 
cause she says such things as “For the love of Heaven, then, 
put your head out of the window’’ (II, logf.), actually 
functions as a pander. She reveals to Giovanni that “there 
is a private entrance into the garden!” (II, 126), “where 
you may see all [Rappaccini’s] fine shrubbery” (II, 126). 
That Lisabetta is not referring to a passion for botany is 
clinched by her next sentence: “Many a young man in 
Padua would give gold to be admitted among those 
flowers” (II, 126). Whereupon Giovanni, not to be out¬ 
done by all the other potential horticulturists, places 
money in Lisabetta’s hand, musters his courage, and de¬ 
clares; “Show me the way” (II, 126). Again, we need not 
resort to Freudian dream-equivalences for flowers and gar¬ 
dens to see the sexual joke. When Giovanni is eventually 
led “along several obscure passages” and emerges into the 
garden, “forcing himself through the entanglement of a 
shrub that ^vreathed its tendrils over the hidden entrance” 
(II, 127), the effect, as in “The Man of Adamant,” is vir¬ 
tually pornographic. 

This is not to say, of course, that the symbolism of inter- 


124 


THE SINS OF THE FATHERS 


course corresponds to a comparable deed, or even com¬ 
parable knowledge, on Giovanni’s part. Once within the 
garden he continues to act with his previous mixture of 
fearful curiosity and revulsion, and the remainder of the 
plot is borne along on these consequences of sexual igno¬ 
rance. Insofar as Giovanni’s admission to the “unnatural” 
and “artificial” flowers might register a sexual experience, 
that experience has taken place in fantasy only. Giovanni 
is well advised to step gingerly in the garden, for its un¬ 
wholesomeness is just the quality of his own thoughts, and 
its threats to life will be matched by his own destructive¬ 
ness later on. As Beatrice says in her dying words, there 
has been more poison in his nature than in hers from the 
beginning (II, 147). 

It is generally true that the seemingly fortuitous circum¬ 
stances of Giovanni’s outward experience have a deep sym¬ 
bolic relevance to his character. ^Vhat Beatrice, Baglioni, 
Lisabetta, and Rappaccini advise him to do is essentially 
what his o^vn conflicting impulses of trusting love, cynical 
rejection, lewdness, and morbid curiosity are urging upon 
him. This, I think, is the source of our sense of unity in 
“Rappaccini’s Daughter,” for we see the world of this tale 
through the medium of Giovanni’s imagination, not his 
eyesight. The essential action consists in the forming and 
resolving of his attitudes, and the personages he meets are 
conveniently representative of the alternatives he has pro¬ 
posed to himselL And thus we seem justified in calling the 
tale a psychological allegory. None of the action is wholly 
fortuitous because none of it is Av’holly external to the 
hero’s private thoughts. 

Recent critics have accepted this principle insofar as it 
applies to Baglioni, who has the lago-like function of play¬ 
ing on Giovanni’s lurking cynicism about the innocence 
of womankind. Lisabetta’s equally obvious role has been 
slighted, perhaps because it is difficult to harmonize with 
a purely religious interpretation of the story. But much 
more important than either of'these is the figure of Rap- 
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paccini, whose weird creations evidently find some echo 
in Giovanni’s soul. No one, I believe, has attempted to 
define this hidden kinship. Rappaccini is always taken as 
an embodiment of the libido sciendi, a cold investigator 
whose nature is opposite to his daughter’s—and nothing 
more is said. The antithesis of head and heart is so com¬ 
monplace in Hawthorne criticism that the mere labeling 
of one character as “intellectual” and another as “sym¬ 
pathetic” is presumed to exhaust the subject. 

It will not do to reduce “Rappaccini’s Daughter” to a 
moral scheme resting on these excessively broad categories. 
Both Baglioni and Rappaccini, who are enemies in the 
story, would have to represent the intellect, albeit wuth 
different emphases, and the triumph of one kind of intel¬ 
lect over another in the administration of Baglioni’s fatal 
antidote to Beatrice would not provide much of a “moral.” 
Nor can w’e regard Rappaccini and Giovanni as neatly 
antithetical exemplars of two kinds of error, one spring¬ 
ing from unchecked intellectual ism and the other from un¬ 
checked emotionalism. Giovanni’s emotions are anything 
but unchecked: at every moment they are suffering inhibi¬ 
tion from half-submerged doubts and reservations. Even 
his lust contains an element of calculation. Giovanni him¬ 
self wonders w'hether his interest in Beatrice is not “merely 
the fantasy of a young man’s brain, only slightly or not at 
all connected with his heart” (II, 127). This alone might 
suggest that Rappaccini’s flow'ers, which have sprung from 
an isolated brain and which provide the tangible basis for 
Giovanni’s meanest suspicions of Beatrice, illustrate a 
quality that Giovanni and Rappaccini have in common. 

Though Rappaccini has little to say, it is clear that he 
belongs in the gallery of Hawthorne’s monomaniac investi¬ 
gators that includes Roger Chilling^vorth and Aylmer of 
"The Birthmark.” In both these latter characters the 
motive force behind the fiendish passion for knowledge 
is sketched in for us; it is the th^varting of sexual feeling. 
Ckilling^vortli's medical lore is pursued with spitefulness 
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toward mankind only after he has failed as a husband to 
Hester. The true meaning of his researches is expressed in 
his sadistic tormenting of Dimmesdale, who cuckolded 
him; and The Scarlet Letter is full of insinuations that 
this relationship of investigator to investigated, of tormen¬ 
tor to tormented, is a kind of mock-marriage, a substitute 
for more normal sexual feeling in both parties. Similarly, 
Aylmer’s desire to remove his bride’s one flaw stems from 
revulsion against her sexuality."* He confesses that Geor- 
giana’s crimson birthmark “shocks” him, whereupon she 
cries, “You cannot love what shocks you!” (II, .jS). But 
Aylmer, true to Hawthornian form, can desire the very 
thing that offends his squeamish mind, and his dream of 
plunging his knife into the birthmark until it reaches 
Georgiana’s heart reveals a fantasy of sadistic revenge and 
a scarcely less obvious fantasy of sexual consummation.”* 
His “medical” curiosity and his willingness to risk Geor¬ 
giana’s death to remove a harmless blemish are thinly dis¬ 
guised substitutes for his urges to know and destroy her 
sexuality. Before the operation is over Aylmer will have 
both kissed and shuddered at the suggestive birthmark, 
and his “scientific” murder will be concluded “in almost 
irrepressible ecstasy” (II, 68). The libido sciendi, in a word, 
appears to have a good deal of libido in it. 

The matter at hand is whether Rappaccini is treated 
as Chillingworth and Aylmer are. There is, of course, no 
Signora Rappaccini to match Hester and Georgiana in 
providing an impetus to morbid experimentation, but 
Rappaccini does resemble his slightly mad colleagues in 
being allegedly willing to “sacrifice human life,... or what- 

4. The point is made by Simon O. Lesser, Fiction and the Un¬ 
conscious, pp. 87-go. 

5. Lest we doubt the dream’s significance for Aylmer’s intentions 
toward his wife, Hawthorne adds: “Truth often finds its way to the 
mind close muffled in robes of sleep, and then speaks with uncom¬ 
promising directness of matters in regard to which we practise an 
unconscious self-deception during our waking moments’’ (II, 52). 


Giovanni’s garden 


127 

ever else was dearest to him, for the sake of adding so much 
as a grain of mustard seed to the great heap of his accu¬ 
mulated knowledge” (II, 116). The mutually exclusive 
alternatives of “pure science” and a sympathetic, normal 
regard for mankind are clearly present in the story, and for 
Hatvthorne this sympathy always entails a sexual normal¬ 
ity. We may, indeed, attach some significance to the fact 
that nothing whatever is said about Rappaccini’s supposed 
former marriage. The symbolic tvorld of the garden, tended 
by the pure Beatrice but laden with perverse connotations, 
makes up the entire realm of his affections, so that it stands 
as a kind of surrogate for a healthier range of feeling. And 
Rappaccini’s mixture of attitudes toward the suggestive 
flowers must inevitably remind us of Giovanni’s own am¬ 
bivalence. On the one hand Rappaccini shows deep inter¬ 
est, “looking into their inmost nature” (II, 112), but on 
the other hand “there was no approach to intimacy be¬ 
tween himself and these vegetable existences ” (II. 112). 
His demeanor is that of a man “walking among malignant 
influences, such as savage beasts, or deadly snakes, or evil 
spirits, which, should he allow them one moment of 
license, would wreak upon him some terrible fatality” 
(II, 112). 

This desperate self-control in defense against forces 
which fascinate Rappaccini and which he has himself re¬ 
leased inevitably suggests a perverse revulsion from sexual¬ 
ity. His weird marital plan for Beatrice and Giovanni, 
which envisions the coupling of two mutually immune 
monsters, points to the monstrosity of his own imagina¬ 
tion. Like Aylmer’s potion, this proposed marriage ap¬ 
pears to be at once a product of sexual disgust and a 
clumsy remedy for it. Indeed, regardless of his surmised 
feelings it is certain that Rappaccini has already had the 
effect of foreclosing any possibility of normal erotic life 
for his daughter. In terms of the tvorld beyond his walls 
Rappaccini has made Beatrice untouchable; she is now 
available only for Gothic “experimentation” conducted at 
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home under the auspices of the “disinterested scientist.” ” 

This, then, is why Rappaccini’s garden is also Giovanni’s 
garden; for both characters it appears to represent sexual¬ 
ity as seen through morbid inquisitiveness. In terms of the 
tale’s psychological allegory this inquisitii'eness is the alter¬ 
native to normality that Rappaccini holds out to Giovanni. 
IJ'nlike Baglioni’s advice to stay away from Beatrice and 
Id.sabetta’s implicit urging of sexual conquest, this alterna¬ 
tive offers both an escape and a conquest. To be a human 
pesticide married to another is, for Rappaccini, to over¬ 
come normality with sadistic triumph. This is succinctly 
expressed in his final speech to Beatrice: “Dost thou deem 
it misery to be endowed with marvellous gifts against 
which no power nor strength could avail an enemy—misery, 
to be able to quell the mightiest tvith a breath—misery, to 
be as terrible as thou art beautiful? Wouldst thou, then, 
have preferred the condition of a tveak woman, exposed 
to all evil and capable of none?” (II, 147). Here it is seen 
that Rappaccini’s tampering with his daughter’s metabo¬ 
lism has had a positively sadistic intent which he is now 
irrelevantly placing at her oAvn command; with the con¬ 
trol of poison one can surmount one’s humanity, like the 
unsexed Lady Macbeth, and devastate one’s imagined 
enemies. The real enemy, of course, is “the condition of 
a Aveak Avoman,” Avhich both Rappaccini and Giovanni 
seem to find unbearable. 

This is not to say that GioA^anni adopts Rappaccini’s 

6. In a fascinating article Charles Boewe has shoAvn hoAv Rappac¬ 
cini’s cross-pollination of plants must have had overtones of sexual 
irregularity for HaAvthorne and his contemporaries (w'e might add, 
for his characters as well). BoeAve concludes that in Hawthorne’s 
time hybridization was closely associated Avith sterility; the “adultery,” 
as HawUrorne calls it, of one plant Avith another would necessarily 
produce a botanical freak incapable of further reproduction. Rap¬ 
paccini has had a comparable effect on Beatrice as Avell as on his 
floAvers. See “Rappaccini’s Garden,” American Literature, XXX 
(March 1958), 37-49. 
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attitude as his own conclusive response, for Giovanni con¬ 
tinues to vacillate until the end. The point is that there 
is a “Rappaccini” ingredient in his psyche, a streak of 
sadism originating in his fear of Beatrice. Giovanni will 
act with malicious fury at the crucial moment in his rela¬ 
tionship ^v•ith her. The objective basis for his rage is his 
discovery that his own veins are becoming filled with poi¬ 
son, but the manner of his reaction expresses a positive zest 
in administerins: torment. Note his “scientific” behavior 

o 

just before this meeting: 

Recovering from his stupor, he began to watch with 
curious eye a spider that was busily at work hanging its 
web from the antique cornice of the apartment, crossing 
and recrossing the artful system of interwoven lines—as 
vigorous and active a spider as ever dangled from an old 
ceiling. Giovanni bent towards the insect, and emitted a 
deep, long breath. The spider suddenly ceased its toil; 
the web vibrated with a tremor originating in the body 
of the small artisan. Again Giovanni sent forth a breath, 
deeper, longer, and imbued with a venomous feeling out 
of his heart; he knew not whether he were wicked, or 
only desperate. The spider made a convulsive gripe with 
his limbs and hung dead across the window. 

“Accursed! accursed!” muttered Giovanni, addressing 
himself. “Hast thou grown so poisonous that this deadly 
insect perishes by thy breath?” 

At that moment a rich, sweet voice came floating up 
from the garden. 

“Giovanni! Giovanni! It is past the hour! Why tarriest 
thou? Come down!” 

“Yes,” muttered Giovanni again. “She is the only being 
whom my breath may not slay! Would that it might!” 

(II, Mof.) 

In this subtle passage we see that Giovanni’s resentment 
now extends to life in general. Note especially how he 
attributes deadliness to a “vigorous,” “active,” and literally 
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constructive spicier, the innocuous victim of his experi¬ 
ment. The deadliness lies in his own poisoned mind, 
which, whether “wicked, or only desperate,” is now ready 
to direct its hatred against Beatrice in person. 

We should not be surprised, then, that Giovanni’s de¬ 
layed rendezvous with Beatrice is a vicious one. She is 
now to suffer for having “enticed me into thy region of 
unspeakable horror!” (11, 143)—an accusation of rather 
graphic ambiguity. Giovanni’s diatribe against Beatrice is 
characterized by both disgust and brutal cruelty; 

“Yes, poisonous thing!” repeated Giovanni, beside him¬ 
self with passion. “Thou hast done it! Thou hast blasted 
me! Thou hast filled my veins with poison! Thou hast 
made me as hateful, as ugly, as loathsome and deadly a 
creature as thyself—a world’s wonder of hideous mon¬ 
strosity! Now, if our breath be happily as fatal to ourselves 
as to all others, let us join our lips in one kiss of un¬ 
utterable hatred, and so die!” (II, 143) 

Giovanni will quickly repent of this mood when his fury 
is spent, but for a few moments he has showm us the true 
emotional meaning of his poison. Ultimately he has cared 
only for his own attractiveness, and when this has been 
threatened—not destroyed, for presumably Baglioni’s anti¬ 
dote will succeed with him—he revels histrionically in a 
bittersweet fantasy of annihilation. His concluding sen¬ 
tence is worthy of Swinburne in combining a perverted 
lust with a sadistic longing to destroy the w^oman who has 
both inspired and inhibited that lust. And the effect of his 
words is genuinely murderous. Beatrice appears to realize 
that the antidote which he next offers will be fatal to her, 
and she drinks it willingly, for she has lived for someone 
else’s love and has found it transformed to an unbearable 
cruelty. 

Beatrice thus takes her place beside the other full- 
blooded heroines, Hester, Zenobia, and Miriam, with 
whom her name is justly linked in Hawthorne criticism. 
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Like them, she must suffer for the implicit threat that her 
sexual aura bears to the timid men who surround her. 
Her case, however, is more crucially ambiguous than theirs, 
for while they realize their womanliness and flaunt it be¬ 
fore their tormentors, Beatrice’s conscious attitude remains 
girlish to the end. This consistent disparity between her 
purity of soul and her physical allure might be said to be 
allegorically invoked by Giovanni’s own contradictory 
demands of her, but it is thematically meaningful as a 
literal fact. Both Beatrice and Giovanni, like the Lord and 
Lady of the May at Merry Mount, cherish the impossible 
illusion of a childlike unself-conscious love between phys¬ 
ically mature adults. The course of the plot may be defined 
as the gradual dispelling of that illusion. 

It is in this context that we should interpret Haw¬ 
thorne’s playful references to Rappaccini’s garden as “the 
Eden of the present world’’ (II, 112). Indeed, we may now 
reconsider the whole question of religious meaning in the 
tale. To describe the garden as an emblem of postlapsarian 
nature is certainly correct, yet it barely approximates the 
complex effect Hawthorne has created. The “fall” in this 
case is from the child’s unawareness of sex, not from virtue. 
Unlike Adam and Eve, Giovanni and Beatrice are destined, 
not to sin, but to become cognizant of sin—and even this 
formulation needs revising in Beatrice’s case. She is sim¬ 
ply victimized by the consequences of Giovanni’s inability 
to assimilate the discovery of sexuality in her, a discovery 
she never really makes herself. Hawthorne has implicitly 
emptied the concept of sin of its ordinary meaning, for in 
this tale evil is produced, not by overt wrongdoing, nor 
even by sinning in thought, but by the conflict between 
lustful wishes and an ideal of sexless virtue. Hence the 
sincerity—and the heresy—of Hawthorne’s exclamation, 
“Blessed are all simple emotions, be they dark or bright!” 
(II, 123). 

The reading of “Rappaccini’s Daughter” that translates 
Giovanni’s problem merely into the accepting or rejecting 
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of Christian faith is at once over-simple and o\'er-refined: 
it simplifies Giovanni’s psychological plight and it departs 
unnecessarily from the given situation. Yet the problem of 
faith does get entangled in Giovanni’s dilemma. \Vherever 
he renews his “faith” in Beatrice’s moral innocence, the 
language of his thoughts seizes upon religious metaphors. 
Thus, for example, Beatrice’s presence can bring him 

.., recollections of the delicate and benign power of her 
feminine nature, which had so often enveloped him in a 
religious calm; recollections of many a holy and pas¬ 
sionate outgush of her heart, when the pure fountain had 
been unsealed from its depths and made visible in its trans¬ 
parency to his mental eye; recollections which, had Gio¬ 
vanni known how to estimate them, would have assured 
him that all this ugly mystery was but an earthly illusion, 
and that, whatever mist of e\'il might seem to have gath¬ 
ered over her, the real Beatrice was a hearenly angel. 

(II, 

The reader will note that the imagery here is itself a 
kind of antidote to doubts about Beatrice’s girlishness: 
Giovanni’s mental eye sees that “the depths” of the “pure 
fountain” are unpolluted. Hawthorne invokes Beatrice’s 
“passion” only to show that it is not passionate in the ordi¬ 
nary sense at all. Elsewhere Giovanni’s otvn “passion” is 
treated in the same beneficent terms: “But now his spirit 
was incapable of sustaining itself at the height to tvhich 
the early enthusiasm of passion had exalted it; he fell 
down, grovelling among earthly doubts, and defiled there¬ 
with the pure whiteness of Beatrice’s image” (II, > 39 )- 
Such passages implicitly make religious faith contingent 
on a “passionate” recognition of absolute, unambiguous 
purity in Beatrice. It is thus apparent that for Giovanni, 
religious faith must rest on self-deception, for his “faith” 
is a faith in Beatrice’s non-poisonoiisness. And the same 
point seems to hold on the symbolic level: if supernatural 
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belief must depend on a denial of sexual feeling in Bea¬ 
trice, and specifically on denying that she has (albeit un¬ 
thinkingly) enticed Giovanni with her sexual appeal, then 
supernatural faith is made possible by a lie. 

It is significant, therefore, that ^vhen Giovanni has 
reached the nadir of belief in Beatrice he achieves the 
height of blasphemy: 

“Thou,—dost thou pray?” cried Giovanni, still with the 
same fiendish scorn. “Thy very prayers, as they come from 
thy lips, taint the atmosphere with death. Yes, yes; let 
us pray! Let us to church and dip our fingers in the holy 
water at the portal! They that come after us will perish 
as by a pestilence! Let us sign crosses in the air! It will be 
scattering curses abroad in the likeness of holy symbols!” 
(II, 144) 

This urge to perform Black Masses, ^vhich we shall meet 
again at a critical point in The Scarlet Letter, expresses a 
momentary upsurging of sexual feeling against a self-con¬ 
trol w'hich has been based on the effort to exclude “impure 
thoughts.” A demonic energy is released at the price of 
being perversely wedded to the religious values it opposes. 

Though Giovanni wavers betw'een blaming Rappaccini 
outright for his daughter’s condition and deciding that 
she has shared in his scheme, both interpretations locate 
the original source of evil in Rappaccini. It is thus a 
“father” who is ultimately responsible in Giovanni’s eyes, 
and in Beatrice’s as well. This is highly pertinent to Gio¬ 
vanni’s loss of religious faith, for Hawthorne has set up 
ample parallels betw'een Rappaccini and God. Rappaccini 
has “created” (II, 142) the central shrub in his new Eden, 
and he presides over everything that happens between its 
Adam and E^'e. This is not to say, how’ever, that Rappac¬ 
cini is identifiable with the Christian God. He is a parody 
of divinity, a creator whose productions are “no longer of 
God’s making, but the monstrous offspring of man’s de- 
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praved fancy, glowing with only an evil mockery of beauty” 
(II, 128). Recalling that all of Giovanni’s acquaintances 
in the tale reflect aspects of himself, we may say that Rap- 
paccini is the God of Giovanni’s latent atheism, the God 
of a godless world. To believe in him—to find nothing in 
existence that has not been touched by his polluting influ¬ 
ence—is to disbelieve in goodness. 

If Giovanni must be counted as yet another Hawthornian 
protagonist tvho regresses to juvenile nausea over female 
sexuality, we cannot ignore the fact that blame for this 
sexuality is laid upon a father. The situation is metaphor¬ 
ically an Oedipal one, for we recall that Giovanni and 
Beatrice have wanted to remain like “playmates from early 
infancy,” and at one point Giovanni wonders how he could 
be “conversing with Beatrice like a brother” (II, 131) de¬ 
spite his knowledge of her deadliness. Rappaccini has 
already committed a kind of incest by polluting Beatrice 
with his chemicals, and the ultimate horror of his marriage 
scheme for Giovanni is that it tvill be, not just freakish, 
but vicariously incestuous. Giovanni’s religious crisis, like 
that of Melville’s Pierre, emerges from the ambiguity of 
his response to an opportunity which entails powerful 
innuendoes of incest. 

We must beware, hoAvever, of overpraising Hawthorne 
for the objectivity of his characterization. Like Melville, 
though less conspicuously, he is entangled in his hero’s 
sophistries. For it is Hawthorne, not Giovanni, who has 
resorted to the explanatory device of making Rappaccini 
the arch-villain. Like the wizard in “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” 
Rappaccini serves as a check upon frankness, an escape- 
valve for dangerous autobiographical meaning. The Oedi¬ 
pal configuration of “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” as well as 
its religious confusion, may be traced through Giovanni’s 
mind to Hawthorne’s. Hence tve can almost credit Haw¬ 
thorne with a pitiless symbolic anatomy of an adolescent 
mind. We cannot call it entirely pitiless when the hero’s 
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vacillations and fantasies are so urgently those of the 
author. 

In turning now to The Scarlet Letter (1850), we do not 
move as far from the psychological allegory of “Rappac- 
cini’s Daughter” as might appear. The romance deserves 
high praise for its symbolic consistency and symmetry, its 
dignity and pathos, its rare completeness as a literal action; 
yet these are the result, not of Hawthorne’s bypassing the 
former concerns of his fiction, but of his assimilating them 
to a steady tragic sense of reality. If Hester Prynne is no 
Beatrice, blurred by the author’s contradictory feelings to¬ 
ward her, those feelings remain nonetheless contradictory. 
Simply, Hawthorne has succeeded for once in containing 
his anxieties almost entirely within an ironic portrait of 
the mind for whom his heroine is awesomely provocative. 
Whatever objectivity The Scarlet Letter attains is reached 
through self-transcendence—the disengagement of a fic¬ 
tional reality from a very Hawthornian hero’s mode of 
perceiving it. For Hawthorne that disengagement can 
never be total; the famous ambiguities of The Scarlet 
Letter spring directly from his uncertain degree of involve¬ 
ment with Dimmesdale. Thus the given world of the 
romance, while by no means a product of Dimmesdale’s 
mind, is perhaps best understood when viewed as a chal¬ 
lenge and reply to that mind. It is through Dimmesdale, 
then, that we shall approach Hawthorne’s masterpiece. 


VIII 


The Ruined Wall 


“The golden sands that may sometimes be gathered (always, 
perhaps, if we know how to seek for them) along the dry' bed 
of a torrent, adown which passion and feeling have foamed, 
and past away. It is good, therefore, in mature life, to trace 
back such torrents to their source.” 

—HAWTHORNE, American Notebooks 


Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale, in the protective 
gloom of the forest surrounding Boston, have liad their 
fateful reunion. While little Pearl, sent discreetly out of 
hearing range, has been romping about in her unrestrained 
way, the martyred lovers have unburdened themselves. 
Hester has revealed the identity of Chillingworth and has 
succeeded in winning Dimmesdale’s forgiveness for her 
previous secrecy. Dimmesdale has explained the agony of 
his seven years’ torment. Self-pity and compassion have led 
unexpectedly to a revival of desire; “what we did,” as 
Hester boldly remembers, “had a consecration of its own” 
{C, I, 195), and Arthur Dimmesdale cannot deny it. In his 
state of helpless longing he allows himself to be swayed 
by Hester’s insistence that the past can be forgotten, that 
deep in the wilderness or across the ocean, accompanied 
and sustained by Hester, he can free himself from the 
revengeful gaze of Roger Chillingworth. 

Hester’s argument is of course a superficial one; the 
ultimate source of Dimmesdale’s anguish is not Chilling¬ 
worth but his own remorse, and this cannot be left behind 
in Boston. The closing chapters of The Scarlet Letter 
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demonstrate this clearly enough, but Hawthorne, with 
characteristic license, tells us at once that Hester is wrong. 
“And be the stern and sad truth spoken,” he says, “that 
the breach ^vhich guilt has once made into the human 
soul is never, in this mortal state, repaired. It may be 
watched and guarded; so that the enemy shall not force 
his way again into the citadel, and might even, in his sub¬ 
sequent assaults, select some other avenue, in preference 
to that Avhere he had formerly succeeded. But there is still 
the ruined wall, and, near it, the stealthy tiead of the foe 
that would Avin over again his unforgotten triumph” 
{C, I, 200f.). 

This metaphor is too striking to be passed over quickly. 
Like Melville’s famous comparison of the unconscious 
mind to a subterranean captive king in Chapter XLI of 
Moby-Dick, it provides us with a theoretical understand¬ 
ing of behavior we might other^vise judge to be poorly 
motivated. Arthur Dimmesdale, like Ahab, is “gnawed 
within and scorched without, with the infixed, unrelent¬ 
ing fangs of some incurable idea,” and Hawthorne’s meta¬ 
phor, inserted at a crucial moment in the plot, enables us 
to see the inner mechanism of Dimmesdale’s torment. 

At first, admittedly, we do not seem entitled to draw 
broad psychological conclusions from these few sentences. 
Indeed, tve may even say that the metaphor reveals a 
fruitless confusion of terms. Does Hawthorne mean to de¬ 
scribe the soul’s precautions against the repetition of overt 
sin? Apparently not, since the “stealthy foe” is identified 
as guilt rather than as the forbidden urge to sin. But if 
the metaphor means what it says, ho^v are we to reduce it 
to common sense? It is plainly inappropriate to see “guilt” 
as the original assailant of the citadel, for feelings of guilt 
arise only in reaction against condemned acts or thoughts. 
The metaphor would seem to be plausible only in differ¬ 
ent terms from those that Hawthorne selected. 

We may resolve this confusion by appealing to Arthur 
Dinnnesdale’s literal situation. In committing adultery he 
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has succumbed to an urge which, because of his ascetic 
beliefs, he had been unprepared to find in himself. Nor, 
given the high development of his conscience and the sin¬ 
cerity of his wish to be holy, could he have done otherwise 
than to have violently expelled and denied the sensual 
impulse, once gratified. It was at this point, we may say— 
the point at which one element of Dimmesdale’s nature 
passed a sentence of exile on another—that the true psy¬ 
chological damage was done. The original foe of his tran¬ 
quility ivas guilt, but guilt for his thoughtless surrender to 
passion. In this light we see that Hawthorne’s metaphor has 
condensed two ideas that are intimately related. Dimmes¬ 
dale’s moral enemy is the forbidden impulse, while his 
psychological enemy is guilt; but there is no practical 
difference between the two, for they always appear to¬ 
gether. We may understand Hawthorne’s full meaning 
if we identify the potential invader of the citadel as a 
libidinal impulse, 7 ioiu necessarily bearing a charge of 
guilt. 

This hypothesis helps us to understand the sophisticated 
view of Dimmesdale’s psychology that Hawthorne’s meta¬ 
phor implies. Dimmesdale’s conscience (the watchful 
guard) has been delegated to prevent repetition of the temp¬ 
tation’s “unforgotten triumph.’’ The deterrent weapon of 
conscience is its capacity to generate feelings of guilt, 
which are of course painful to the soul. Though the temp¬ 
tation retains all its strength (its demand for gratification), 
this is counterbalanced by its burden of guilt. To readmit 
the libidinal impulse through the guarded breach (to 
gratify it in the original way) would be to admit insup¬ 
portable quantities of guilt. The soul thus keeps tempta¬ 
tion at bay by meeting it with an equal and opposite force 
of condemnation. 

But let us consider the most arresting feature of Haw¬ 
thorne’s metaphor. The banished impulse, thwarted in 
one direction, “might even, in his subsequent assaults, 
select some other avenue, in preference to that where he 
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had formerly succeeded.” Indeed, the logic of Hawthorne’s 
figure seems to assure success to the temptation in finding 
another means of entrance, since conscience is massing all 
its defenses at the breach. This devious invasion would 
evidently be less gratifying than the direct one, for we are 
told that the stealthy foe would stay in readiness to attack 
the breach again. Some entry, nevertheless, is preferable 
to none, especially when it can be effectuated with a mini¬ 
mum resistance on the part of conscience. Hawthorne has 
set up a strong likelihood that the libidinal impulse will 
change or disguise its true object, slip past the guard of 
conscience Avith relative ease, and take up a secret dwelling 
in the soul. 

In seeking to explain what Hawthorne means by this 
“other avenue” of invasion, we must bear in mind the 
double reference of his metaphor. It describes the soul’s 
means of combating both sin and guilt—that is, both 
gratification of the guilty impulse and consciousness of it. 
For Dimmesdale the greatest torment is to acknowledge 
that his libidinous wishes are really his, and not a tempta¬ 
tion from the Devil. His mental energy is directed, not 
simply to avoiding sin, but to expelling it from conscious¬ 
ness—in a word, to repressing it. The “other avenue” is 
the means his libido chooses, given the fact of repression, 
to gratify itself surreptitiously. In psychoanalytic terms 
this is the avenue of compromise that issues in a neurotic 
symptom. 

Hawthorne’s metaphor of the beseiged citadel cuts be¬ 
neath the theological and moral explanations in which 
Dimmesdale puts his faith, and shows us instead an inner 
world of unconscious compulsion. Guilt will continue to 
threaten the timid minister in spite of his resolution to 
escape it, and indeed (as the fusion of “temptation” and 
“guilt” in the metaphor implies) this resolution will only 
serve to upset the balance of po^v^er and enable guilt to 
conquer the soul once more. Hawthorne’s metaphor de¬ 
mands that tve see Dimmesdale not as a free moral agent 
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but as a victim of feelings he can neither understand nor 
control. And the point can be extended to include Chil- 
lingworth and even Hester, whose minds have been like¬ 
wise altered by the consequences of the unforgotten act, 
the permanent breach in the tvall. If, as Chillingworth 
asserts, the awful course of events has been “a dark neces¬ 
sity” from the beginning, it is not because Hawthorne 
believes in Calvinistic predestination or wants to imitate 
Greek tragedy, but because all three of the central char¬ 
acters have been ruled by motives inaccessible to their 
conscious will. 

The implications we have drawn, perhaps over-subtly, 
from Hawthorne’s metaphor begin to take on substance 
as we examine Arthur Dimmesdale in the forest scene. His 
nervousness, his mental exhaustion, and his compulsive 
gesture of placing his hand on his heart reveal a state that 
we tvould now call neurotic inhibition. His lack of energy 
for any of the outward demands of life indicates how all- 
absorbing is his internal trouble, and the stigma on his 
chest, though a rather crass piece of symbolism on Haw¬ 
thorne’s part, must also be interpreted psychosomatically. 
Nor can we avoid observing that Dimmesdale shows the 
neurotic’s reluctance to give up his symptoms. How else 
can tve account for his obtuseness in not having recognized 
Chilling^vorth’s character? ‘‘I might have known it!” he 
murmurs when Hester forces the revelation upon him. “I 
did know it! Was not the secret told me in the natural 
recoil of my heart, at the first sight of him, and as often 
as I have seen him since? Why did I not understand?” 
(C, I, 194) The answer, hidden from Dimmesdale’s sur¬ 
face reasoning, is that his relationship with Chillingworth, 
taken together with the change in mental economy that 
has accompanied it, has offered perverse satisfactions which 
he is even now powerless to renounce. Hester, whose will 
is relatively independent and strong, is the one who makes 
the decision to break with tlie past. 
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We can understand the nature of Dimmesdale’s illness 
by defining the state of mind that has possessed him for 
seven years. It is of course his concealed act of adultery 
that lies at the bottom of bis self-torment. But why does he 
lack the courage to make his humiliation public? Dimmes- 
dale himself offers us the clue in a cry of agony: “Of 
penance I have had enough! Of penitence there has been 
none! Else, I should long ago have thrown off these gar¬ 
ments of mock holiness, and have shown myself to man¬ 
kind as they will see me at the judgment-seat” {C, I, 192). 
The plain meaning of this outburst is that Dimmesdale 
has never surmounted the libidinal urge that produced his 
sin. His “penance,” including self-flagellation and the 
more refined torment of submitting to Chillingworth’s 
influence, has failed to purify him because it has been 
unaccompanied by the feeling of penitence, the resolution 
to sin no more. Indeed, I submit, Dimmesdale’s penance 
bas incorporated and embodied the very urge it has been 
punishing. If, as he says, he has kept his garments of mock 
holiness because he has not repented, he must mean that 
in some ^vay or another the forbidden impulse has found 
gratification in the existing circumstances, in the existing 
state of his soul. And this state is one of morbid remorse. 
The stealthy foe has re-entered the citadel through the 
avenue of remorse. 

This conclusion may seem less paradoxical if we bear 
in mind a distinction between remorse and true repent¬ 
ance. ^ both states the sinful act is condemned morally, 
but in strict repentance the soul abandons the sin and 
turns to holier thoughtsj^emorse of Dimmesdale’s type, 
on the other hand, is attached to a continual re-enacting 
of the sin in fantasy and hence a continual renewal of the 
need for self-punishmen^Roger Chillingworth, the psy¬ 
choanalyst manque, understands the process perfectly: “the 
fear, the remorse, the agony, the ineffectual repentance, 
the backward rush of sinful thoughts, expelled in vain!” 
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(C, I, 139). As Hawthorne explains, Dimmesdale’s cow¬ 
ardice is the “sister and closely linked companion’’ (C, I, 
148) of his remorse. 

Thus Dimmesdale is helpless to reform himself at this 
stage because the passional side of his nature has found 
an outlet, albeit a self-destructive one, in his present miser¬ 
able situation. The original sexual desire has been granted 
recognition on the condition of being punished, and the 
punishment itself is a form of gratification. Not only the 
overt masochism of fasts, vigils, and self-scourging (the last 
of these makes him laugh, by the w’ay), but also Dimmes¬ 
dale’s emaciation and weariness attest to the spending of 
his energy against himself. It is important to recognize that 
this is the same energy previously devoted to passion for 
Hester. We do not exaggerate the facts of the romance in 
saying that the question of Dimmesdale’s fate, for all its 
religious decoration, amounts essentially to the question 
of what use is to be made of his libido. 

We are now prepared to understand the choice that the 
poor minister faces when Hester holds out the idea of 
escape. It is not a choice between a totally unattractive life 
and a happy one (not even Dimmesdale could feel hesita¬ 
tion in that case), but rather a choice of satisfactions, of 
avenues into the citadel. The seemingly worthless alterna¬ 
tive of continuing to admit the morally condemned im¬ 
pulse by the way of remorse has the advantage, appreciated 
by all neurotics, of preserving the status quo. Still, the 
other course naturally seems more attractive. If only re¬ 
pression can be weakened—and this is just the task of 
Hester’s rhetoric about freedom—Dimmesdale can hope to 
return to the previous “breach” of adultery. 

In reality, however, these alternatives offer no chance 
for happiness or even survival. The masochistic course 
leads straight to death, while the other, which Dimmes¬ 
dale allows Hester to choose for him, is by now so foreign 
to his withered, guilt-ridden nature that it can never be 
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put into effect. The resolution to sin will, instead, neces¬ 
sarily redouble the opposing force of conscience, which 
will be stronger in proportion to the overtness of the 
libidinal threat. As the concluding chapters of The Scarlet 
Letter prove, the only possible result of Dimmesdale’s at¬ 
tempt to impose, in Hawthorne’s phrase, “a total change 
of dynasty and moral code, in that interior kingdom” 
(C, I, 217), ^vill be a counter-revolution so violent that it 
will slay Dimmesdale himself along with his upstart libido. 
W^e thus see that in the forest, while Hester is prating of 
escape, renewal, and success, Arthur Dimmesdale unknow¬ 
ingly faces a choice of two paths to suicide. 

Now, this psychological impasse is'sufficient in itself to 
refute the most “liberal” critics of The Scarlet Letter— 
those who take Hester’s proposal of escape as Hawthorne’s 
own advice. However much we may admire Hester and 
prefer her boldness to Dimmesdale’rielTpity, we~icannpt 
agree that she understands human nature ver y dee ply. Her 
shame, despair, and solitude “had made her strong,” says 
Hawthorne, “but taught her much amiss” (C, I, 200). 
What she princip ally ignores is the tr uth embodied in the 
mefaphor" oFthe ruined wall, that men are altered irrepa - 
rably by their violations of conscience Hester herself is 
only an apparent exception to this rule. She handles her 
guilt more successfully than Dimmesdale because, in the 
first place, her conscience is less highly developed than his; 
and secondly because, as he tells her, “Heaven hath granted 
thee an open ignominy, that thereby thou mayest work 
out an open triumph over the evil within thee, and the 
sorrow without” {C, I, 67)* Those who believe that Haw¬ 
thorne is an advocate of free love, that adultery has no 
ill effects on a “normal” nature like Hester’s, have failed 
to observe that Hester, too, un^rgoes selFi nflicted^ punish- 
ment. Though permitted to leave, she has remained in 
Boston not simply because she wants to be near Arthur 
Dimmesdale, but because this has been the scene of her 
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humiliation. “Her sin, lier ignominy, were the roots which 
she liad struck into the soil,’’ says Hawthorne. “The chain 
that bound her here was of iron links, and galling to her 
inmost soul, but never could be broken’’ (C, I, 8o). 

We need not dwell on this argument, for the liberal 
critics of The Scarlet Letter have been in retreat for many 
years. Their place has been taken by subtler readers who 
say that Hawthorne brings us from sin to redemption, from 
materialistic error to pure spiritual truth. The moral heart 
ol the novel, in this view, is contained in Dimmesdale’s 
Election Sermon, and Dimmesdale himself is pictured as 
Clmst-like jn , his hol y d^thTHester. in comparison, de- 
generat ^spiritually after the FirsTTeAOh^af^rsr tlie'faTit 
thatrller thoughts are still on earthly love while Dimmes¬ 
dale is looking toward heaven is a serious mark against her. 

This redemptive scheme, which rests on the uncriticized 
assumption that Hawthorne’s point of view is identical 
with Dimmesdale’s at the end, seems to me to misrepre¬ 
sent the “felt life’’ of The Scarlet Letter more drastically 
than the liberal reading. Both take for granted the errone¬ 
ous belief that the novel consists essentially of the drama¬ 
tization of a moral idea. The tale of human frailty and 
sorrow, as Hawthorne calls it in his opening chapter, is 
treated merely as the fictionalization of an article of faith. 
Hatcthorne himself, ^ve might repeat, did not share this 
ability of his critics to shrug off the psychological reality 
of his work. The Scarlet Letter is, he said, “positively a 
hell fired story, into which I found it almost impossible to 
throw any cheering light.’’ (See p. 6 above.) 

All parties can agree, in any case, that there is a terrible 
irony in Dimmesdale’s exhilaration when he has resolved 
to flee with Hester. Being, as Hawthorne describes him, 
“a true religionist,’’ to whom it would always remain essen¬ 
tial “to feel the pressure of a faith about him, supporting, 
while it confined him Avithin its iron frametcork’’ (C, I, 123), 
he is ill-prepared to savor his new freedom for Avhat it is. 
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His joy is that of his victorious libido, of the “enemy” 
which is now presumably sacking the citadel, but this re¬ 
lease is acknowledged by consciousness only after a sig¬ 
nificant bowdlerization: 

“Do I feel joy again?” cried he, wondering at himself. 
“Methought the germ of it rvas dead in me! O Hester, thou 
art my better angel! I seem to have flung myself—sick, sin- 
stained, and sorrow-blackened—down upon these forest 
leaves, and to have risen up all made anew, and rvith 
new poAvers to glorify Him that hath been merciful! This 
is already the better life! Why did Ave not find it sooner?” 
(C, I, 20if.) 

HaAvthorne’s portrayal of .self-delusion and his compas¬ 
sion are noAvhere so poAverfully combined as in this pas¬ 
sage. The Christian reference to the putting on of the 
NeAv Man is grimly comic in the light of Avhat has inspired 
it, but Ave feel no more urge to laugh at Dimmesdale than 
Ave do at Milton’s Adam. If in his previous role he has 
been only, in HaAVthorne’s phrase, a “subtle, but remorse¬ 
ful hypocrite” {C, I, 144), here he is striving pathetically 
to be sincere. His case becomes poignant as Ave imagine the 
revenge that his tyrannical conscience must soon take 
against these neAV promptings of the flesh. To say merely 
that Dimmesdale is in a state of theological error is to 
miss part of the irony; it is precisely his theological loyalty 
that necessitates his confusion. His sexual nature must be 
either denied Avith unconscious sophistry, as in this scene, 
or rooted out Avith heroic fanaticism, as in his public con¬ 
fession at the end. 

On one point, hoAvever, Dimmesdale is not mistaken: 
he has been blessed Avith a neAV energy of body and Avill. 
The source of this energy is obviously his libido; he has 
become physically strong to the degree that he has ceased 
directing his passion against himself and has attached it to 
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his thoughts of Hester. But as he now returns to town,^ 
bent upon renewing his hypocrisy for the four days until 
the Election Sermon has been given and the ship is to sail, 
Ave see that his “cure” has been very incomplete. “At every 
step he Avas incited to do some strange, Avild, Avicked thing 
or other, Avith a sense that it Avoiild be at once involuntary 
and intentional; in spite of himself, yet groAving out of a 
profounder self than that Av'hich opposed the impulse” 
(C, I, 217). The minister can scarcely keep from blasphem¬ 
ing to his young and old parishioners as he passes them in 
the street; he longs to shock a deacon and an old AvidoAV 
Avith arguments against Christianity, to poison the inno¬ 
cence of a naive girl Avho Avorships him, to teach Avicked 
Avords to a group of children, and to exchange baAvdy jests 
Avith a drunken sailor. Here, plainly, is a return of the 
repressed, and in a form Avhich Freud noted to be typical 
in severely holy persons.^ The fact that these impulses have 
reached the surface of Dimmesdale’s mind attests to the 
Aveakening of repression in the forest scene, Avhile their 
perverse and furtive character shoAv^s us that repression has 
not ceased altogether. HaAvthorne’s own explanation, that 
Dimmesdale’s hidden Auces have been aAv'akened because 
“he had yielded himself ivilh deliberate choice, as he had 
never done before, to Avhat he kneio Avas deadly sin” [C, I, 
222; my italics), gives conscience its proper role as a causa¬ 
tive factor. Having left Hester’s immediate influence be¬ 
hind in the forest, and having returned to the society 
Avhere he is knoAvn for his purity, Dimmesdale already finds 
his “Avicked” intentions constrained into the form of a 
verbal naughtiness Avhich he cannot even bring himself to 
express. 

Noav Dimmesdale, presumably after a brief intervieiv 

1. Note, incidentally, the implicit sexuality of his cross-country 
run, as he “leaped across the plashy places, thrust himself through 
the clinging underbrush, climbed the ascent, plunged into the hol¬ 
low ..(C, I, 216). 

2. See, for example. Collected Papers, III, 331, 599!. 
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with the taunting Mistress Hibbins, arrives at his lodgings. 
Artfully spurning the attentions of Roger Chillingworth, 
he eats his supper “with ravenous appetite” (C, I, 225) and 
sits do^m to write the Election Sermon. Without really 
knowing Avhat words he is setting on paper, and wonder¬ 
ing to himself how God could inspire such a sinner as him¬ 
self, he works all night “with earnest haste and ecstasy” 
{C, I, 225). The result is a sermon Avhich, Avith the addition 
of spontaneous interpolations in the delivery, will impress 
its Puritan audience as an epitome of holiness and pathos. 
Nothing less than the descent of the Holy Ghost will be 
held sufficient to account for such a performance. 

Yet insofar as the Election Sermon \vill consist of what 
Dimmesdale has recorded in his siege of “automatic writ¬ 
ing,” we must doubt whether Hawthorne shares the credu¬ 
lous vie^v of the Puritans. Dimmesdale has undergone no 
discernible change in attitude from the time of his eccen¬ 
tric impulses in the street until the writing of the sermon. 
Though he works in the room ^vhere he has fasted and 
prayed, and Avhere he can see his old Bible, he is not (as 
Male argues) sustained by these reminders of his faith. 
Quite the contrary: he can scarcely believe that he has 
ever breathed such an atmosphere. “But he seemed to 
stand apart, and eye this former self with scornful, pitying, 
but half-envious curiosity. That self tvas gone! Another 
man had returned out of the forest; a wiser one; with a 
knowledge of hidden mysteries which the simplicity of the 
former never could have reached” (C, I, 223). In short, 
the Election Sermon is ^vritten by the same man who wants 
to corrupt young girls in the street, and the same newly 
liberated sexuality “inspires” him in both cases. If the 
written form of the Election Sermon is a great Christian 
document, as ^ve have no reason to doubt, this is attribut¬ 
able not to Dimmesdale’s holiness but to his libido, which 
gives him creative strength and an intimate acquaintance 
with the reality of sin. 

Thus Dimmesdale’s sexual energy has temporarily found 
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a new alternative to its battle with repression—namely, sub¬ 
limation. In sublimation, we are told, the libido is not re¬ 
pressed but redirected to aims that are acceptable to con¬ 
science. The writing of the Election Sermon is just such 
an aim, and readers who are familiar with psychoanalysis 
\vill not be puzzled to find that Dimmesdale has passed 
without hesitation from the greatest blasphemy to fervent 
religious rhetoric. 

There is little doubt that Dimmesdale has somehow re¬ 
covered his piety in the three days that intervene bet^^’een 
the writing of the sermon and its delivery. Both Hester and 
Mistress Hibbins “find it hard to believe him the same 
man” (C, I, 241) who emerged from the forest. Though 
he is preoccupied with his imminent sermon as he marches 
past Hester, his energy seems greater than ever and his 
nervous mannerism is absent. We could say, if we liked, 
that at this point God’s grace has already begun to sustain 
Dimmesdale, but there is nothing in Hawthorne’s descrip¬ 
tion to warrant a resort to supernatural explanations. It 
seems likely that Dimmesdale has by now felt the full 
weight of his conscience’s case against adultery, has already 
determined to confess his previous sin publicly, and so is 
no longer suffering from repression. His libido is now 
free, not to attach itself to Hester, but to be sublimated 
into the passion of delivering his sermon and then ex¬ 
pelled forever. 

The ironies in Dimmesdale’s situation as he leaves the 
church, having preached \vith magnificent power, are ex¬ 
tremely subtle. His career, as Hawthorne tells us, has 
touched the proudest eminence that any clergyman could 
hope to attain, yet this eminence is due, among other 
things, to “a reputation of whitest sanctity” (C, 1 , 249). 
Furthermore, Hester has been silently tormented by an 
inquisitive mob while Dimmesdale has been preaching, 
and w'e feel the injustice of the contrast. And yet Dimmes¬ 
dale has already made the choice that will render him 
Avorthy of the praise he is norv receiving. If his public 
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hypocrisy has not yet been dissolved, his hypocrisy with 
himself is over. It would be small-minded not to recognize 
that Dimmesdale has, after all, achieved a point of heroic 
independence—an independence not only of his fawning 
congregation but also of Hester, who frankly resents it. If 
the Christian reading of The Scarlet Letter judges Hester 
too roughly on theological grounds, it is at least correct 
in seeing that she lacks the detachment to appreciate 
Dimmesdale’s final act of courage. ^Vhile she remains on 
the steady level of her womanly affections, Dimmesdale, 
tvho has previously stooped below his ordinary manhood, 
is now ready to act with the exalted fervor of a saint. 

All the moral ambiguity of The Scarlet Letter makes 
itself felt in Dimmesdale’s moment of confession. We may 
truly say that no one has a total view of what is happening. 
The citizens of Boston, for whom it would be an irreverent 
thought to connect their minister with Hester, turn to 
various rationalizations to avoid comprehending the scene. 
Hester is bewildered, and Pearl feels only a generalized 
sense of grief. But what about Arthur Dimmesdale? Is he 
really on his way to heaven as he proclaims God’s mercy 
in his dying words? 

“He hath proved his mercy, most of all, in my afflictions. 
By giving me this burning torture to bear upon my breast! 

By sending yonder dark and terrible old man, to keep the 
torture always at red-heat! By bringing me hither, to die 
this death of triumphant ignominy before the people! 
Had either of these agonies been wanting, I had been lost 
for ever! Praised be his name! His will be done! Fare¬ 
well!’’ {C, I, 256f.) 

This reasoning, which sounds so cruel to the ear of rational 
humanism, has the logic of Christian doctrine behind it; 
it rests on the paradox that a man must lose his life to save 
it. The question that the neo-orthodox interpreters of The 
Scarlet Letter invariably ignore, however, is whether Haw¬ 
thorne has prepared us to understand this scene only in 
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doctrinal terms. Has he abandoned his usual irony and lost 
himself in religious transport? 

The question ultimately amounts to a matter of critical 
method: whether we are to take the action of The Scarlet 
Letter in natural or supernatural terms. Hawthorne offers 
us naturalistic explanations for everything that happens, 
and though he also puts forth opposite theories—Pearl is 
an elf-child. Mistress Hibbins is a witch, and so on—this 
mode of thinking is discredited by the simplicity of the 
people who employ it. ^V'^e cannot conscientiously say that 
Chillingworth is a devil, for example, when Hawthorne 
takes such care to show us how his devilishness has pro¬ 
ceeded from his physical deformity, his sense of inferiority 
and impotence, his sexual jealousy, and his perverted crav¬ 
ing for knowledge. Hawthorne carries symbolism to the 
border of allegory but does not cross ov'er. As for Dimmes- 
dale s retrospectiv'e idea that God’s mercy has been respon¬ 
sible for the whole chain of events, we cannot absolutely 
deny that this may be true; but we can remark that if it 
is true, Hawthorne has vitiated his otherwise brilliant 
study of motivation. 

Nothing in Dimmesdale’s behavior on the scaffold is 
incongruous with his psychology as we first examined it in 
the forest scene. We merely find ourselves at the conclu¬ 
sion to the breakdown of repression that began there, and 
which has necessarily brought about a renewal of opposi¬ 
tion to the forbidden impulses. Dimmesdale has been 
heroic in choosing to eradicate his libidinal self with one 
stroke, but his heroism follows a sound principle of mental 
economy. Further repression, which is the only other alter¬ 
native for his conscience-ridden nature, would only lead 
to a slower and more painful death through masochistic 
remorse. Nor can we help but see that his confession passes 
beyond a humble admission of sinfulness and touches the 
pathological. His stigma has become the central object in 
the universe: “God’s eye beheld it! The angels were for 
ever pointing at it! The Devil knew it well, and fretted it 
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continually with the touch of his burning finger!” (C, I, 
255)- Dimmesdale is so obsessed with his own guilt that 
he negates the Christian dogma of original sin: “behold 
me here, the one sinner of the world!” (C, I, 254). This 
strain of egoism in his “triumphant ignominy” does not 
subtract from his courage, but it casts doubt on his theory 
that all the preceding action lias been staged by God for 
the purpose of saving his soul. 

However much we may admire Dimmesdale’s final as¬ 
ceticism, there are no grounds for taking it as Hawthorne’s 
moral ideal. The last developments of plot in The Scarlet 
Letter approach the “mythic level” which redemption- 
minded critics love to discover, but the myth is wholly 
secular and worldly. Pearl, who has hitherto been a “mes¬ 
senger of anguish” to her mother, is emotionally trans¬ 
formed as she kisses Dimmesdale on the scaffold. “A spell 
was broken. The great scene of grief, in which the wild 
infant bore a part, had developed all her sympathies; and 
as her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, they were the 
pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sor¬ 
row, nor for ever do battle with the world, but be a woman 
in it.” (C, I, 256) Thanks to Chillingworth’s bequest—for 
Chillingworth, too, finds that a spell is broken when 
Dimmesdale confesses, and he is capable of at least one 
generous act before he dies—Pearl is made “the richest 
heiress of her day, in the New World” (C, I, 261). At last 
report she has become the wife of a European nobleman 
and is living very happily across the sea. This grandiose 
and perhaps slightly whimsical epilogue has one undeni¬ 
able effect on the reader: it takes him as far as possible 
from the scene and spirit of Dimmesdale’s farewell. Pearl’s 
immense wealth, her noble title, her lavish and impractical 
gifts to Hester, and of course her successful escape from 
Boston all serve to disparage the Puritan sense of reality. 
From this distance we look back to Dimmesdale’s egocen¬ 
tric confession, not as a moral example which Hawthorne 
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would like us to follow, but as tlie last link in a chain of 
compulsion that has now been relaxed. 

To counterbalance this impression we have the case of 
Hester, for whom the drama on the scaffold can never be 
completely over. After raising Pearl in a more generous 
atmosphere she voluntarily returns to Pjoston to resume, 
or rather to begin, her state of penitence. We must note, 
however, that this penitence seems to be devoid of theo¬ 
logical content: Hester has returned because Boston and 
the scarlet letter offer her “a more real life” (C, I, 262) 
than she could find elsewhere, even with Pearl. This sim¬ 
ply confirms Hawthorne’s emphasis on the irrevocability 
of guilty acts. And though Hester is now selfless and 
humble, it is not because she believes in Christian sub- 
niissiveness but because all passion has been spent. To the 
women who seek her help “in the continually recurring 
trials of wounded, wasted, ^vronged, misplaced, or erring 
and sinful passion” (C, I, 263), Hester does not disguise 
her conviction that women are pathetically misunderstood 
in her society. She assures her wretched friends that at 
some later period “a new truth ^vould be revealed, in order 
to establish the whole relation between man and woman 
on a surer ground of mutual happiness” (C, I, 2O3). Haw¬ 
thorne may or may not believe the prediction, but it has 
a retrospective importance in The Scarlet Letter. Haw¬ 
thorne’s characters originally acted in ignorance of pas¬ 
sion’s strength and persistence, and so they became its 
slaves. 

“It is a curious subject of observation and inquiry,” 
says Ha^\’thorne at the end, “whether hatred and lo^ e be 
not the same thing at bottom. Each, in its utmost develop¬ 
ment, supposes a high degree of intimacy and heart-knowl¬ 
edge; each renders one individual dependent for the food 
of his affections and spiritual life upon another: each leaves 
tlie passionate lover, or the no less passionate hater, forlorn 
and desolate by the withdrawal of his object” {C, I, 260). 
These penetrating words remind us that the tragedy of 
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The Scarlet Lettei' has chiefly sprung, not from Puritan 
society’s imposition of false social ideals on the three main 
characters, but from their own inner ivorld of frustrated 
desire^Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth have been 
ful^ by feelings only half perceived, much less under¬ 
stood and regulated by consciousness: and these feelings, 
as Hawthorne’s bold equation of love and hatred implies, 
successfully resist translation into terms of good and evil. 
Hawthorne does not leave us simply with the Sunday- 
school lesson that we should “be true’’ (C, I, 260), but with 
a tale of passion through which we glimpse the ruined wall 
—the terrible certainty that, as Freud put it, the ego is not 
master in its own house. It is this intuition that enables 
Hawthorne to reach a tragic vision worthy of the name: 
to see to the bottom of his created characters, to under¬ 
stand the inner necessity of everything they do, and thus 
to pity and forgive them in the very act of laying bare 
their weaknesses. 


IX 


The Sin of Art 


"And in his old age the sweet lyrics of Anacreon made the girls 
laugh at his white hairs the more.” 

—HAWTHORNE, “Fragments from the Journal of a Solitary Man” 


There is general agreement that Hawthorne’s career after 
The Scarlet Letter turns toward self-consciousness, im¬ 
paired dramatic illusion, and prolix elaboration of sym¬ 
bolism. All three developments must strike the psycholog¬ 
ically-minded critic as partaking of a single retreat from 
painful themes. Hatvthorne, always a self-doubting writer 
who mingled his own preoccupations with tho,se of his 
characters, becomes at once more obsessed and less capable 
of studying obsession as a detached analyst. Characteriza¬ 
tion, in other words, gets more seriously eroded by the 
meaning of the whole work for Hawthorne’s imagination. 
Like his own monomaniac heroes, Hawthorne finds him¬ 
self unable to suppress the fantasies he no longer cares to 
recognize as belonging to “our common nature.’’ The fan¬ 
tasies return in symbolism—just as they did for his heroes— 
with such heightened urgency that Hawthorne becomes 
anxious to disown his whole fictional world. His recourse 
is to ironic self-criticism, comic digression, and finally an 
unwillingness to bring his blatantly incestuous plots to 
any conclusion at all. That is the melancholy pattern ^ve 
shall be tracing in the closing chapters of this book. 

For a Freudian, of course, there is nothing startling in 
the idea that fictional plots may gratify fantasies and strike 
subtle compromises with obsession. Yet the reader may 
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justly tv'onder tvhether this theory could have occurred to 
Hawthorne—indeed, could have so appalled him that he 
had to sabotage his late romances i\"hen their surreptitious 
meaning became increasingly plain. As it happens, though, 
his works prior to 1851 abound with indications of this 
^'ery sense of the fantasy-meaning of art. Artists, pseudo¬ 
artists, and self-conscious narrators in every stage of Ha\v- 
thorne’s career are made to embody authorial misgivings 
about the source, purpose, and latent content of art. These 
misgivings are glancingly noted by some students of Harv'- 
thorne's allegedly Romantic or Transcendental theory of 
creativity, but they are never taken very seriously.^ For us 
they are of much greater interest than the flatly conven¬ 
tional statements of enthusiasm tvhich they contradict and 
undermine. If the artist-figure, as I believe, is threatened 
by the same temptations that destroy the escapist generally, 
tve may come to understand why art-theory is subject to 
Hawthorne’s familiar ambivalence between ideality and 
cynicism. Nor will we be surprised ^vhen, in the late ro¬ 
mances, guilt for psychological self-revelation takes the 
form of tireless symbolic debate about the propriety of 
one’s being an artist at all. 

1. In Haiuthorne’s View of the Artist (New York, 1962), the fullest 
treatment of the subject, Millicent Bell declares that Hawthorne 
entertained two opposite theories of art, one “ideal" and one deroga¬ 
tory and debunking. In our terms this is simply Hawthorne’s cus¬ 
tomary ambivalence—an ambivalence that renders questionable any 
effort to speak of his deliberate theory or theories. On her final page 
Miss Bell says that “one must ask why” Hawthorne’s fictional treat¬ 
ment of art seems “obsessed with the theme of guilt” (p. 204). The 
various explanations that are scattered through her book—explana¬ 
tions in terms of Hawthorne’s social and economic conservatism, his 
allegiance to an eighteenth-century view of the imagination, his 
intimidation by Yankee materialism—only remind us that his suscep¬ 
tibility to such ideas remains unexplained. Miss Bell’s final answer, 
“Is it not simply that he would be an artist when every sign from 
man and Heaven indicated that the choice was a cursed one?” 
(p. 204), is as meaningless as it is melodramatic. 
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Evidence that Hawtliorne associates art with escapism 
is offered not only in his tales of artistic striving but also 
in the tales of monomania that ^ve have already examined. 
Ethan Brand, with his pride in the t\vin powers of expos¬ 
ing the truth and governing human destinies, is a proto¬ 
artist, and Hawthorne significantly chooses to mock him 
through a parody of art. Brand is made to recognize his 
kinship ^vith the old Jew who shows him his Unpardon¬ 
able Sin in a diorama, ^v'hich also happens to contain “the 
most outrageous scratchings and daubings, as specimens 
of the fine arts, that ever an itinerant showman had the 
face to impose upon his circle of spectators” (III, 490). 
The point is that Brand too is an itinerant showman, pur¬ 
porting to reveal the essence of human nature but really 
“converting man and woman to be his puppets, and pulling 
the \vires that moved them to such degrees of crime as tvere 
demanded for his study” (III, 495). 

Again, Aylmer in “The Birthmark” compares himself 
favorably to Pygmalion—tvhose sculpting, of course, 
brought a woman to life rather than to death. In prepar¬ 
ing Georgiana’s chambers prior to the operation, and in 
producing optical displays to absorb her interest, Aylmer 
uses skills that are unmistakably artistic: “The scenery 
and the figures of actual life were perfectly represented, 
but Avith that betvitching, yet indescribable difference 
Avhich always makes a picture, an image, or a shadow so 
much more attractive than the original” (II, 57). This is 
the language that Hawthorne characteristically uses in 
praise of gTeat art; and yet Aylmer’s magic shotv is a prel¬ 
ude to murder, a distraction covering psychopathic inten¬ 
tions. In the tale’s schematic opposition of the earthly and 
the spiritual, Georgiana’s chambers represent an extreme 
of bodiless fantasy no less uiiAvliolesome than the bowel¬ 
like laboratory where Aylmer’s dream will be consum¬ 
mated. 

Aylmer’s art may thus be regarded as serving the cause 
of repression. It is meaningful'in this light that conceal- 
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ment is the dominant motif in Georgiana’s chambers. They 
were formerly used for Aylmer’s “recondite pursuits’’; they 
are fitted to be “the secluded abode of a lovely woman’’; 
their curtains, “concealing all angles and straight lines, 
appeared to shut in the scene from infinite space”; Aylmer 
has succeeded in “excluding the sunshine”; and he feels 
able to “draw a magic circle around [Georgiana] within 
which no evil might intrude” (II, 55 f )- Such emphasis, 
combined ^vith the chambers’ lavish artiness, dimness, and 
heavy perfumes, implies that something very gross needs 
to be hidden: it is, as we recall, Georgiana’s sexuality. Like 
Rappaccini’s garden, Aylmer’s interior decoration incor¬ 
porates eroticism into what was meant as a refuge from 
sex. The “penetrating fragrance,” “gorgeous” adornment, 
“rich” fabrics, and “soft, impurpled radiance” (II, 55!.) of 
the apartments remind us of the garden’s erotic suggestive¬ 
ness. In both cases the artificer reveals himself at last to 
be sadistically v^engeful toward the ^vomanliness he can 
neither accept nor perfectly exclude. And Rappaccini, 
incidentally, contemplates his poisoned lovers “as might 
an artist who should spend his life in achieving a picture 
or a group of statuary and finally be satisfied with his 
success” (II, 146).- 

These examples might lead us to suppose that Haw¬ 
thorne sees some necessary connection between frustrated 
sexuality and art. The point is oddly corroborated by 
Hester Prynne, whose nature would seem to be opposite 
to Aylmer’s. Hawthorne leaves no doubt that her artistic 
embroidery, ^vith its “fertility and gorgeous luxuriance 

2. Lest the reader see no resemblance between Rappaccini and 
his creator, we may cite Hawthorne himself on the "gross, gross, 
gross" older women of England: “Surely, a man would be justified 
in murdering them—in taking a sharp knife and cutting away their 
mountainous flesh, until he had brought them into reasonable shape, 
as a sculptor seeks for the beautiful form of woman in a shapeless 
block of marble.” Hawthorne, The English Notebooks, ed. Randall 
Stewart (New York, 1962), p. 88. 
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of fancy” {C, I, 53), expresses her sexuality. “She had in 
her nature a rich, voluptuous, Oriental characteristic,—a 
taste for the gorgeously beautiful, which, save in the ex¬ 
quisite productions of her needle, found nothing else, in 
all the possibilities of her life, to exercise itself upon.” 
(C, I, 83) Her needlework “might have been a mode of 
expressing, and therefore soothing, the passion of her life” 
(C, I, 84). This passion is, to be sure, normal rather than 
fugitive. Yet even Hester feels guilty about the modest 
degree of fulfillment she has found in her art, and Haw¬ 
thorne notes, “This morbid meddling of conscience with 
an immaterial matter betokened, it is to be feared, no 
genuine and stedfast penitence, but something doubtful, 
something that might be deeply ^v’rong, beneath” {C, I, 84). 
Even for the most bounteously passionate of Hawthorne’s 
characters, then, art and guilt are intertwined. Only by 
following the implication that Hester’s art is sexually grat¬ 
ifying can we understand why “she rejected it as sin” 
{C, I, 84). 

Insofar as Hester differs from the Brand-Aylmer-Rap- 
paccini type of proto-artist, she also differs from most of 
the real artists in Hawthorne’s fiction. For Hawthorne is, 
not surprisingly, fascinated by failure—both artistic failure 
and the failure of maturity that makes art necessary as a 
psychological recourse. Hester’s example indicates that art 
emerges from sexuality and is called upon to substitute 
for it, but in most cases the substitution is not merely 
inadequate, but neurotic. 

No one can fail to be impressed by the frequency with 
which Hawthorne’s artists, and especially his vaguely auto¬ 
biographical narrators, are characterized as self-indulgent 
peepers. The locus classicus occurs in “Sights from a 
Steeple,” whose narrator, “all-heeding and unheeded” in 
his lofty perch, envisions an ecstasy of voyeurism: “The 
most desirable mode of existence might be that of a spir¬ 
itualized Paul Pry, hovering invisible round man and 
woman, witnessing their deeds,-searching into their hearts, 
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borrowing brightness from their felicity and shade from 
their sorrow, and retaining no emotion peculiar to him¬ 
self” (I, 220).^ The prefiguration here of such cold-hearted 
observers as Ethan Brand and Miles Coverdale is obscured 
by the lack of criticism or irony on Ha^vtliorne’s part, but 
already Ave see the root ideas of investigation, vicarious 
and hoarded power, and emotional withdra^val. A little 
later this same narrator finds himself fascinated by two 
girls who meet a young man, and he is quite content to 
see the young man show a preference for the girl “to whom 
I—enacting, on a steeple top, the part of Paris on the top 
of Ida—adjudged the golden apple” (II, 223). What sepa¬ 
rates the narrator from the chosen lady is not simply phys¬ 
ical distance but aesthetic distance, i.e., the wish to sub¬ 
stitute contemplation for involvement. 

“The Toll-Gatherer’s Day” opens Avith a similar fantasy 
about a man “whose instinct bids him rather to pore over 
the current of life than to plunge into its tumultuous 
waves” (I, 234)—an arresting metaphor. The toll-gatherer 
who is said to be ideally situated for such activity might 
find “grotesque merriment” (I, 238) in the passing of 
newlyweds in their bridal carriage. It is the Hawthornian 
narrator, hoA\'ever, who truly relishes this scene. He fancies 
that the bride’s “blushing cheek burns through the snowy 
veil” (I, 238), and he mentally offers the pair an extrav¬ 
agant honeymoon wish that concludes: “May the hot sun 
kindle no fever in your hearts! May your whole life’s 
pilgrimage be as blissful as this first day’s journey, and its 
close be gladdened with even brighter anticipations than 
those which hallow your bridal night!” (I, 238) The narra¬ 
tor’s apostrophe, following upon his vicarious sensing of 
the bride’s erotic expectations, may not be altogether free 
of the cynical irony that was directly expressed in the note¬ 
book entry from which Hawthorne took the incident: “It 
would be pleasant to meet them again next summer,” Haw- 

3. Hawthorne’s allusion is to John Poole’s farce of 1825, Paul Pry. 
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tliorne had recorded, “and note the change” (American 
Notebooks, p. 34). 

Without a knowledge of Hatvthorne’s later career Tve 
might not lay much stress on these passages, for they shotv 
little or no moral criticism of the voyeuristic tendency. 
Sometimes, as in “Sunday at Home,” the peeping narrator 
is presented as a thoroughly charming and amiable fellotv 
whose detachment has nothing to do with sex and is posi¬ 
tively a virtue (see I, 37). Sometimes Hawthorne surprises 
us tvith scenes of overtly lascivious voyeurism tvhich he 
himself seems to regard as blandly innocent; “Sketches 
from Memory” provides the most outstanding example.^ 
And the adolescently indulgent “Fragments from the Jour¬ 
nal of a Solitary Man,” which idealizes a tragically wasted 
young writer, ends with a deathbed journal entry which 
is meant to convey a surpassing moral sympathy but which 
again is plainly an exalted voyeurism: “Soon to be all 
spirit, I have already a spiritual sense of human nature, 
and see deeply into the hearts of mankind, discovering 
what is hidden from the ^visest. The loves of young men 
and virgins are known to me, before the first kiss, before 
the whispered word, with the birth of the first sigh” (XII, 
41). The “Oberon” of this tale (the namg is Hawthorne’s 
own nickname from college days) has the customary lack 
of rapport with women that we expect of all Hawthorne’s 

4. And curiously enough, this frank scene is pure autobiography, 
referring to Hawthorne’s overnight passage on an Erie Canal boat: 
“My head was close to the crimson curtain,—the sexual division of 
the boat,—behind which I continually heard whispers and stealthy 
footsteps; the noise of a comb laid on the table or a slipper dropped 
on the floor; the twang, like a broken harpstring, caused by looscn- 
ing a tight belt; the rustling of a gown in its descent; and the un¬ 
lacing of a pair of stays. My ear seemed to have the properties of 
an eye; a visible image pestered my fancy in the darkness; the cur¬ 
tain was withdrawn between me and the western lady, who yet 
disrobed herself without a blush” (II, 491). 
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isolated figures,® and we are left to infer that art has re¬ 
placed normal love in his mental economy. 

Thus ire can say that Hawthorne’s early works fre¬ 
quently provide a basis for ironic criticism of the emo¬ 
tionally deprived artist, but rarely engage in this criticism 
—for obvious autobiographical reasons. The often neg¬ 
lected example of Fanshawe is characteristic. Hawthorne 
makes it clear that Fanshawe’s temporary hope of winning 
Ellen Langton’s love is an either-or alternative to his 
“dream of undying fame, which, dream as it is, is more 
powerful than a thousand realities” (C, III, 350). The 
transparently projective romance eventually brings its vir¬ 
tuous but consumptive hero a fairly direct offer of mar¬ 
riage from the heroine—an offer he refuses Avith a quixotic 
logic Avorthy of Henry James.® FanshaAve’s manly alter ego, 
the class poet EdAvard Walcott, marries Ellen and signifi¬ 
cantly puts poetry aside; “and he never regretted the 
AA'orldly distinction of Avhich she thus deprived him (C, 
III, 460). FanshaAve, having morbidly assured his lady love 
that she Avill not be to blame for the shortness of his life, 
literally studies to death at the age of nineteen; like many 

5. ‘‘Even a young man’s bliss has not been mine,” he reveals. 
"With a thousand vagrant fantasies, I have never truly loved, and 
perhaps shall be doomed to loneliness throughout the eternal future, 
because, here on earth, my soul has never married itself to the soul 
of woman” (XII, 26). This tale is especially noteworthy for its re¬ 
counting of a dream which represents Oberon as horrifying everyone 
by promenading on Broadway in a shroud. The general theme of 
morbid exhibitionism and alienation from humanity throws an inter¬ 
esting light not only on the hidden meaning of Oberon's art, but 
also on a parallel hero, the Rev'crend Hooper. Hooper is the degen¬ 
erate Hawthornian artist par excelleyice in asserting vicarious control 
OA’er his fellow men by withdrawing from a woman and making a 
public but ambiguous display of his fantasies. 

6. “ ‘You have spoken generously and nobly, Ellen,’ he said. ‘I 
ha\'e no way to prove that I deserve your generosity, but by refusing 
to take advantage of it.’ ” (C, HI, 458) 
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another Hawthornian bystander, he has escaped a relation¬ 
ship for tvhich he tvas temperamentally nnsuited. Yet 
Ha^vthorne’s emphasis is one of sacrificial self-pity rather 
than irony. If we see (as many critics have seen) that Wal¬ 
cott and Fanshawe are complementary sides of Hawthorne, 
we may say that the romance satisfies two fantasies, one of 
heroism and amorous success and another of throbbing 
self-abnegation. The net effect is more or less what ive 
gather from Hatvthorne’s early letters and journals; he 
continues to cherish his own dream of undying fame but 
senses that it would be dissipated by a happy marriage. 

If the artist as a character-type is invariably loveless and 
frequently self-inhibited, ire cannot be astonished if his 
art sometimes becomes a symbolic outlet for eroticism. 
Take, for instance, the narrator of “Footprints on the Sea- 
Shore,’’ whose entire meditation is an equivocal defense 
of artistic vicariousness. His solitary activities are those 
of a man who needs to express his fantasies but who fears 
the public’s intruding gaze and doubts his ability to 
achieve fame (see especially I, 508). Three girls, tvho 
“mingle like kindred creatures tvith the ideal beings of 
my mind’’ (I, 511), taunt him by appearing and disappear¬ 
ing on various parts of a beach, evoking his peeping tend¬ 
ency and challenging his vow to solitude. Finding one 
suggestive recess after another in which to linger, the nar¬ 
rator lets his mind “disport itself at tvill”: 

There is a magic in this spot. Dreams haunt its precincts 
and flit around me in broad sunlight, nor require that 
sleep shall blindfold me to real objects ere these be 
visible. Here can I frame a story of two lovers, and make 
their shadows live before me and be mirrored in the tran¬ 
quil water, as they tread along the sand, leaving no foot¬ 
prints. Here, should I will it, I can summon up a single 
shade, and be myself her lover. Yes, dreamer,—but your 
lonely heart will be the colder for such fancies. (I, 513) 
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This narrator understands that it would be best to keep 
his fancies private, and that their effect will be to weaken 
his emotional ties to reality. Literary imagination, like 
other workings of fantasy in Hawthorne’s protagonists, is 
a result of sexual cowardice, and reality often intrudes to 
deride it—as the three girls in this tale later deride the 
peeper by peeping at him with “stifled laughter” (I, 514). 

The pattern of furtive erotic gratification through 
artistic fancy is a recurrent one. Thus the narrator of “The 
Vision of the Fountain,” who has glimpsed and then lost 
an enticing female apparition, tells us how he accommo¬ 
dated himself to his loss; 

I withdrew into an inner world, where my thoughts lived 
and breathed, and the Vision in the midst of them. With¬ 
out intending it, I became at once the author and hero of 
a romance, conjuring up rivals, imagining events, the 
actions of others and my own, and experiencing every 
change of passion, till jealousy and despair had their 
end in bliss. Oh, had I the burning fancy of my early 
youth, with manhood’s colder gift, the power of expres¬ 
sion, your hearts, sweet ladies, should flutter at my tale! 

(I, 246) 

In this passage the motive for fiction is vicariously erotic 
in a triple sense: as creator, hero, and storyteller the artist 
gains control over a love-situation, successfully competes 
within that situation, and causes ladies’ hearts to flutter 
at the narrative.” 

7. Only one tale, so far as I know, contradicts the theory that art 
results from a withdrawal from sexual reality. This is “Browne’s 
Wooden Image,” whose sculptor-hero is inspired by genuine love. 
Yet here the art-work’s role is more startling than elsewhere: it is a 
direct object of desire. Browne is seen "bending over the half-created 
shape, and stretching forth his arms as if he would have embraced 
and drawn it to his heart; while, had such a miracle been possible, 
his countenance expressed passion enough to communicate warmth 
and sensibility to the lifeless oak” (II, 353). And the real existence of 
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If art is to be interpreted as compensation for sexual 
failure, ^ve cannot be surprised ^vhen ue come across cer¬ 
tain Hawthornian artists who ^vould like to use their plots 
spitefully. In “Night Sketches,” for example, the ubiqui¬ 
tous narrator spies upon a man and woman who hav'e 
slipped into a rain-swollen street. “Luckless lovers!” he 
muses. “Were it my nature to be other than a looker-on 
in life, I would attempt your rescue. Since that may not be, 
I vow, should you be drowned, to \veave such a pathetic 
story of your fate as shall call forth tears enough to drown 
you both anew” (I, 482). The tone is ^vhimsical, yet this 
“looker-on in life” unmistakably loants the observed lovers 
to perish—and for the sake of his emotional power over 
his readers. We may recall at this point the aggressive in¬ 
tentions of the narrator of “Alice Doane’s Appeal,” who 
wants timid maids to tremble on a spot “\vhere so many 
had been brought to death by ^vilder tales than this” (XII, 
289). Not only does he feel a need to unburden himself 
of the inner story’s theme, but he succeeds in breaking 
doAvn his listeners’ indifference in a suggestive way: “Their 
bright eyes were fixed on me; their lips apart” (XII, 289). 
The trembling and tears that ensue attest to the narrator’s 
rapacious intent; he has used his art to simulate what he 
dare not try in reality. 

The artist’s self-pity, like that of other thwarted lovers, 
easily verges into fantasies of destruction. The nervous 
poetaster who is joining an austere Shaker community 
in “The Canterbury Pilgrims” is vexed by his anonymity: 
“But I have my revenge! I could have given existence to 
a thousand bright creations. I crush them into my heart, 
and there let them putrefy! I shake off the dust of my 
feet against my countrymen!” (Ill, 522).® And the theme 


Drowne’s beloved model is left in doubt until the final paragraph of 
the story. 

8. This passage bears comparison to a letter of Hawthorne's to 
Longfellow in which he says that if^his neglectful readers “will not 
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of malice against both the artist’s characters and his public 
is consummated in “The Devil in Manuscript/’ which 
re-introduces us to a different, but more closely auto¬ 
biographical, Oberon as he is about to burn his tales. First 
he notes with satisfaction that the fire is consuming his 
fictional personages: 

“They blaze,” said he, “as if I had steeped them in the 
intensest spirit of genius. There I see my lovers clasped 
in each other’s arms. How pure the flame that bursts 
from their glowing hearts! And yonder the features of a 
villain writhing in the fire that shall torment him to 
eternity. My holy men, my pious and angelic women, stand 
like martyrs amid the flames, their mild eyes lifted heav¬ 
enward. Ring out the bells! A city is on fire. See!—destruc¬ 
tion roars through my dark forests, while the lakes boil 
up in steaming billows, and the mountains are volcanoes, 
and the sky kindles with a lurid brightness! All elements 
are but one pervading flame! Ha! The fiend!” (Ill, 581) 

Then, in a joyful frenzy bordering on madness, Oberon 
sees that the flame from his chimney has started a general 
fire: “The Fiend has gone forth by night, and startled 
thousands in fear and wonder from their beds! Here I 
stand,—a triumphant author!” (Ill, 583)* Doubtless this is 
meant to be a comic ending, but its spirit is vengeful. If 
the burning of Oberon’s art releases a “Devil” of malice, 
are we not entitled to say that the malice was latent in 
that art all along? The fire acts as a cancellation of reti¬ 
cence: tvhat tvas formerly covert is now allowed to work 

be grateful for [the imagination’s] works of beauty and beneficence, 
then let them dread it as a pervasive and penetrating mischief..." 
Turning satirist, Hawthorne will “select a victim, and let fall one 
little drop of venom on his heart, that shall make him writhe before 
the grin of the multitude for a considerable time to come...” 
(Quoted by Stewart, American Notebooks, p. 2980.) Here Haw¬ 
thorne becomes in fantasy a Hawthornian experimenter; see, for 
example, p. 129 above for a literal enactment of the metaphor. 
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its intended effect. And Oberon is, of course, once again a 
bachelor who has been “surrounding myself with shadows, 
which bewilder me, by aping the realities of life” (III, 
576)—exactly the language with which Ha^vthorne re¬ 
peatedly characterized his oAvn bachelorhood.® 

One-sided though it is, our survey of artist-fignres may 
help to explain the most curious aspect of Hawthorne’s 
treatment of art. This is that he appears both to mock the 
impotence of fantasy and to fear its power. AVhile he often 
regards the artist as a Faustian necromancer who has gained 
illegitimate control over other lives, he can also see him 
as a charlatan—a fraudulent puppeteer, as in “Main Street,” 
“A Select Party,” and “Feathertop.” The contradiction 
makes sense only if we realize that the Hawthornian artist 
is trapped in erotic vicariousness. As the first Oberon real¬ 
izes, the world will scorn a middle-aged man who is “still 
telling love-tales, loftily ambitious of a maiden’s tears, and 
squeezing out, as it were, with his brawny strength, the 
essence of roses” (XII, 28). AVhen thwarted, however, the 
artist is left with a residue of aggression that may not 
always take the trivial form we see in “The Canterbury 
Pilgrims” and “The Devil in Manuscript.” In certain plots 
—most notably “The Prophetic Pictures” and, we shall 
argue. The Bhlhedale Hawthorne explores the 

possibility that the artist may truly destroy the real-life 
models of his art. If \ve are left to wonder how literally 
this is meant, we are at least convinced that retreat into 
fantasy is emotionally dangerous. In an Ethan Brand the 
extremes of Devil and charlatan are compatible: the man 
who is willing to exaggerate human defects for dramatic 
eclat is already fiendish in his isolation and pride. 

Our argument is not that Hawthorne consciously de¬ 
picted his artists as sexual escapists, but that they belong 

9. The most famous example occurs in another letter to Long¬ 
fellow, where Hawthorne self-effacingly declares: "Sometimes, through 
a peep-hole, I have caught a glimpse of the real world..." (quoted 
by Lathrop, I, 11.) 
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in this category regardless of his intention. The best illus¬ 
tration of this principle—and the last work we shall con¬ 
sider before turning all our interest to the romances—is 
“The Artist of the Beautiful,” a tale which superficially 
argues the superiority of art to life.^° Owen Warland, the 
ingenious watchmaker who succeeds in creating a rather 
absurd mechanical butterfly, achieves a transcendent ex¬ 
altation ^vhich cannot even be affected by the butterfly’s 
destruction. “When the artist rose high enough to achieve 
the beautiful, the symbol by which he made it perceptible 
to mortal senses became of little value in his eyes while his 
spirit possessed itself in the enjoyment of the reality” (II, 
53,5!.). This ending, along with the rhetoric of eternity 
and ideality that precedes it, is sincerely meant as a rebuke 
to the earthly characters who have misunderstood and dis¬ 
couraged the artist. Yet Owen’s triumph, if we examine 
it closely, is seen to be a direct result of his frustrations; 
rather than simply aspiring to the ideal and persevering 
in spite of temporal interference, he has turned to the ideal 
only as a refuge from his weakness of temperament and 
physique. 

We must note in the first place that Owen is conspicu¬ 
ously wanting in masculinity. The tale abounds in sexual 
innuendo about his penchant for chaste and miniature 
beauty. Most obviously, Owen 

... looked with singular distaste at the stiff and regular 
process of ordinary machinery. Being once carried to see 
a steam-engine,... he turned pale and grew sick, as if 
something monstrous and unnatural had been presented 
to him. This horror was partly owing to the size and ter¬ 
rible energ)' of the iron laborer; for the character of 
Owen’s mind was microscopic, and tended naturally to the 

10. Useful studies of this tale are Rudolph Von Abele, “Baby and 
Butterfly,” Kenyon Revieiv, XV (Spring 1953). 280-92, and William 
Bysshe Stein, “ ‘The Artist of the Beautiful’: Narcissus and the 
Thimble,” American Imago, XVIII (Spring 1961), 36-44. 
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minute, in accordance with his diminutive frame and the 

marvellous smallness and delicate power of his fingers. 

(II, 507) 

The hero who looks with distaste at the stiff and regular 
process of ordinary machinery is, not surprisingly, treated 
with mocking condescension by tlie object of his love in 
the tale. Owen detects in Annie Hovenden “a secret scorn 
—too secret, perhaps, for her own consciousness” (II, 532). 
She quite literally prefers ‘‘the size and terrible energy of 
the iron laborer,” for she marries the potent blacksmith, 
Robert Danforth, and is perfectly happy with him. 

The crucial fact about Owen is not that he is scorned 
by Annie, Danforth, and Annie’s cynical father, Peter 
Hovenden, but that he feels himself vulnerable to their 
criticism. He confesses that Danforth’s ‘‘hard, brute force 
darkens and confuses the spiritual element within me .. .” 
(II, 51 O’ under Peter’s influence ‘‘everything was con¬ 
verted into a dream except the densest matter of the phys¬ 
ical tvorld. Owen groaned in spirit and prayed fervently 
to be delivered of him” (II, 514). This suggests that the 
hero’s ‘‘spiritual element” is far from self-suflicient; the 
other characters embody a principle of reality that he can 
neither achieve nor repress. 

Owen’s supposedly autonomous artistic power is remark¬ 
ably dependent on the progress of his courtship. Competi¬ 
tion for. Annie’s love is the motive, and she herself is the 
muse, of his artistic plans. Only she, furthermore, is capable 
of altering those plans, first by literally shattering his work 
and later by becoming engaged to Danforth. On the second 
occasion Owen’s reaction is especially meaningful: he 
breaks the product of many months’ labor and begins to 
turn fleshly, plump, and babyish—in a word, eunuch-like. 
This can only mean that Owen’s sexuality, such as it is, 
has expressed itself in his art and is being further thwarted 
by Annie’s refusal to regard that art as an adequate sub¬ 
stitute for masculinity. Outwardly, Hawthorne explains. 
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Owen “had been no ardent or enterprising lover”; his pas¬ 
sion has been confined “entirely within the artist’s imagi¬ 
nation” (II, 522). The Annie who has inspired his art is 
“a creature of his own” (II, 523)—in less polite terms, a 
masturbatory daydream. Only the forcible interruption of 
that daydream frees Owen to give himself to a genuinely 
ideal art at the end. 

Even at the end, however, Hawthorne cannot keep from 
subverting his Platonic theme. Owen, who has expressed 
his preference for art over utility by telling Danforth that 
he is “not ambitious to be honored with the paternity of 
a new kind of cotton machine” (II, 511; my italics), finds 
Annie “admiring her own infant, and ^vith good reason, 
far more than the artistic butterfly” (II, 534). As soon as 
we take O^ven’s brainchild as the real baby’s rival—and this 
becomes unavoidable when the baby eventually crushes 
the butterfly in his hand—the contrast is damaging to 
Owen from both a human and an artistic standpoint. 
Whereas the ethereal Owen is constrained to design imita¬ 
tions of life, the baby is introduced as “a little personage 
who had come mysteriously out of the infinite, but with 
something so sturdy and real in his composition that he 
seemed moulded out of the densest substance which earth 
could supply” (II, 528). The baby, that is, fulfills Haw¬ 
thorne’s criterion for the highest art, and thus constitutes 
a living reproach to Owen’s flight into sheer “spirituality.” 
The baby’s destruction of the butterfly is superficially 
presented as one last act of ungrateful disbelief on the part 
of the world, before Owen’s Platonism has the final say; 
but Hawthorne has taken pains to remind us that the 
source of that Platonism is impotence. 

We may observe, finally, that O^ven’s gradual sublima¬ 
tion of instinct follows a regressive pattern. Owen is child¬ 
like and becomes more so as his amorous hopes are 
dimmed; correspondingly, he makes his artistic muse 
Annie-as-mother after he has been deprived of Annie-as- 
possib]e-\vife (see II, 527). In his last phase he has managed 
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to erase the female ideal from consciousness, but he has 
reached this point only by withdrawal from a failed at¬ 
tempt at normal love through a subsequent worship of a 
mother-figure. The victory of pure art coincides with a 
total failure of manhood and a repudiation of the emo¬ 
tional ties which Hawthorne elsewhere treats as the neces¬ 
sary condition for sanity. 

^V^e are not permitted to doubt Hawthorne’s word that 
Owen’s new “reality” is a great solace to him. But this is 
A^ery different from saying that art is worth making sacri¬ 
fices for. Both Owen and Hawthorne show every sign of 
preferring the human reality which art imperfectly, in¬ 
effectually, and guiltily simulates, but which is unattain¬ 
able for certain temperaments. "We shall hardly be amazed 
when Hawthorne, unlike Owen, finds it impossible to be 
an artist any longer without making embarrassed apologies 
to imaginary critics. The end is already discernible ivhen 
artistic beauty is represented by a mechanical butterfly 
that is fashioned by an effeminate failure and crushed in 
a baby’s tiny fist. 


X 


Homely Witchcraft 


“A thought may be present to the mind, so distinctly that no 
utterance could make it more so; and two minds may be con¬ 
scious of the same thought, in which one or both take the 
profoundest interest; but as long as it remains unspoken, their 
familiar talk flows quietly over the hidden idea, as a rivulet 
may sparkle and dimple over something sunken in its bed. But, 
speak the word; and it is like bringing up a drowned body out 
of the deepest pool of the rivulet, which has been aware of the 
horrible secret all along, in spite of its smiling surface.” 

—HAWTHORNE, The Marble Faun 


Anyone Avho is following Hawthorne’s romances in order 
must review his methodology when he reaches The House 
of the Seven Gables (1851). From this book through The 
Blithedale Romance^ The Marble Faun, and the four ro¬ 
mances that remained unfinished, Hawthorne’s fictional 
world is beset with incongruities. Characters sincerely ex¬ 
plain their motives, apparently with Hawthorne’s concur¬ 
rence, and then reveal quite opposite motives that are 
never discussed. They sometimes raise the social and moral 
questions that came to preoccupy Hester Prynne, but in¬ 
stead of answering those questions they bend all efforts to 
not thinking about them any more; and when they succeed 
in this blackout Hawthorne seems relieved. Relief, indeed, 
is the desired end-point of each romance—not a solution 
to its thematic issues but oblivion to them. As we sug¬ 
gested at the start of the previous chapter, it is Hawthorne 
himself and not his characters for whom this oblivion can 
be understood as meaningful. No wonder the characters 
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are so inarticulate tvhen they try to explain why they feel 
troubled; the trouble lies more in their meaning for Hatv- 
thorne than in their somewhat flimsy literal dilemmas. 
The critic must decide tvliether to go on trying to explain 
the characters’ reticences and oddities ivithoiit referring to 
this private symbolism. Once committed to the seemingly 
unexceptionable premise that Haiv'thorne and his late 
characters consciously knoiv ivhat they are doing, the critic 
is helpless to account for an art that becomes progressively 
more cryptic, bizarre, and self-defeating. 

The problem is, to be sure, relatively inconspicuous in 
The House of the Seven Gables^ tvhich can engage the 
reader successfully either in its love story, its picturesque 
Salem history, its Yankee humor, its romantic legend, its 
modern realism, its melodrama, or even its few moments 
of Gothic terror. Only when he tries to find aesthetic order 
in these motley effects does the critic begin to see that there 
is something fundamentally contradictory in Hawthorne’s 
romance. Why does the announced moral purpose of shotv- 
ing that “the wrong-doing of one generation lives into the 
successive ones, and ... becomes a pure and uncontrollable 
mischief” (III, 14) get dissolved in the “dear home-loneli¬ 
ness and satisfaction” that Sophia Hawthorne discerned in 
the final pages? Is it because Hawthorne’s true intention 
was comic and sentimental all along? But if so, how do 
we account for the primitive intensity with nvhich both 
Hawthorne and his “good” characters seem to despise and 
fear the villain of the story, Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon? Why 
is Holgrave, the daguerreotypist, author, and social radical, 
represented as being both self-sufficient and in desperate 
need of marriage to the busy little conformist, Phoebe 
Pyncheon? Why does the mere death of Jaffrey Pyncheon, 
rather than any conscious moral penance, free the modern 
Pyncheons from the real or metaphorical curse that has 
dogged their family for two centuries? Why does Haw¬ 
thorne feel obliged to dwell whimsically, but at disconcert¬ 
ing length, on a number of largely trivial symbols—a house, 
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an elm, a well, a spring, a mirror, some posies, a garden, 
some hens, some bees? Why must he apologize over and 
over for being tedious or inconsistent in tone? Why does 
he use his plot for an extensive yet partly covert review of 
all the scandals and weaknesses in his o\vn family history? 
And why, in his avowed attempt at \vriting a popular ro¬ 
mance, does he give such prominence to two characters, 
Hepzibah and Clifford Pyncheon, for ^vhora nearly all the 
possibilities of life are already exhausted? 

In order to take a sufficiently inclusive view of The 
House of the Seven Gables we must both examine and 
look beyond Hawthorne’s surface emphasis. The book is 
not a diabolical exercise in deceit; Hawthorne means, or 
would like to mean, what he says about his characters and 
their doings. But his deeper hints of characterization, his 
imagery, and the direction of his plot all bespeak an over¬ 
riding concern with an unstated theme. The ending, which 
strikes the modern reader as morally complacent, is in fact 
psychologically urgent, an ingeniously ambiguous gesture 
of expiation for a dominant idea that has been warping 
the book’s direction. When the obsessed Holgrave, the 
character who most nearly resembles Hawthorne-as-artist, 
swears to Phoebe that he has already turned conservative 
for her sake, he is making a declaration on behalf of the 
entire romance. The House of the Seven Gables “turns 
conservative” as a way of evading its deepest implications 
—the same fantasy-implications we have noted elsewhere. 

Looking forward to Hawthorne’s creative breakdown as 
well as backward to the tales mentioned in Chapter 9, we 
shall argue that on its autobiographical level The House 
of the Seven Gables is “about” the risks of artistic imagi¬ 
nation, which are simply the risks of seizure by uncon¬ 
scious wishes. Roughly the same debate between fantasy 
and inhibition recurs in each of the late romances, and 
always with the same outcome. Since forbidden thoughts 
inevitably smirk through the best efforts at convention¬ 
ality, the whole enterprise of fiction must be symbolically 
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renounced—or, in the case of the four abortive romances, 
quite literally renounced. ’We shall be able to show that 
those last plots are not broken off because Hawthorne be¬ 
came sick or weary or morally confused, but because they 
too frankly embody the theme which is barely kept under 
control in the book at hand. 

In one respect it is generally agreed that this romance 
has an autobiographical significance. The Pyncheon fore¬ 
bears, whose history opens the plot and is resumed at 
several points, are unmistakable representatives of the 
Hathornes; hence the mixture of nostalgia and resent¬ 
ment in their portrayal. Hawthorne’s customary charges 
against his ancestors—of religious hypocrisy, social tyranny, 
and moral abuse—are leveled against the Pyncheons, and 
specific family shames such as the Salem witch hangings 
are exploited for the announced theme of inherited guilt. 
The decline of the Pyncheons is half-seriously attributed 
to a curse which is closely modeled on one that the accused 
witch Sarah Good supposedly laid upon John Hathorne 
(really upon Nicholas Noyes). And the disinherited mod¬ 
ern Pyncheons resemble Hawthorne in regretting the 
gradual loss of the authority under which their family’s 
historic crimes were perpetrated. In this light it is sig¬ 
nificant that the plot works toward a symbolic expiation 
and a reversal of bad fortune for the sympathetic Pyn¬ 
cheons. Hawthorne can laugh at the worthless “eastern 
claims’’ of the Pyncheon-Hathornes, but his satire is 
blunted by the fact that Hepzibah and Clifford come into 
easy circumstances, while the “guilty” remnant of Puri¬ 
tan days, the arch-villain Jaffrey Pyncheon, is conveniently 
and mysteriously put to death. The providential ending, 
in other words, amounts to a wishful settling of old scores 
on Hawthorne’s part.^ 

1. It is also noteworthy that Clifford Pyncheon has been impri¬ 
soned for a crime resembling the White murder case—a page of 
recent histor)' that Hawthorne found particularly shameful—but is 
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The very fact that Jaffrey Pyncheon is a villain—one who 
is treated even less generously than Roger Chillingworth— 
deserves pondering in view of the meaning of ancestral 
tyrants throughout Hawthorne’s fiction. Jaffrey is a slightly 
attenuated reincarnation of the original Colonel Pyncheon, 
the family’s father; and the entire romance prior to his 
death is oppressed with a sense of fierce authority and 
inhibition. Jaffrey’s effect on his cousins is exactly that of 
Colonel Pyncheon’s portrait, \vhich, with its “stern, immiti¬ 
gable features,” acts as “the Evil Genius of his family,” 
ensuring that “no good thoughts or purposes could ever 
spring up and blossom” (III, 36) under his gaze. By now 
we might feel entitled to surmise from such phrases that 
Jaffrey’s role in The House of the Seven Gables is paternal, 
and that the two sets of characters who survive him are 
symbolically his children. There is in fact more than suffi¬ 
cient evidence for this reading. At present, however, let us 
rest content with the observation that Jaffrey’s death is 
the central event of the plot, enabling one couple to have 
a euphoric escape and another couple to marry and be¬ 
come rich. Nor should we omit the effect of Jaffrey’s death 
on Ha^vthorne himself. Whether or not Jaffrey is recog¬ 
nized as a father figure, the reader must surely acknowl¬ 
edge the clogged passion, the vindictive pleasure, expressed 
in that extraordinary chapter (18) which is given over to 
a fearful taunting of Jaffrey’s corpse. 

A mixture of awe and hatred is discernible through the 
entire rendering of Judge Pyncheon. His villainy is sepa¬ 
rated from his conscience by layers of self-esteem and pub¬ 
lic honor which seem to impress Hawthorne despite his 
moral disapproval of them. For Hawthorne as for Clifford 
and Hepzibah, Jaffrey is an imminent presence, an un¬ 
specified threat, rather than an active criminal. While he 
is alive his specific guilt can only be suggested in an elabo- 


latcr vindicated by the discovery that no murder took place at all. 
Sec note 8 on p. 37 above. 
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rate, highly tentative metaphor. In some forgotten nook 
of the “stately edifice” of an important man’s character, 
says Ha^vthorne, 

may lie a corpse, half decayed, and still decaying, and 
diffusing its death-scent all through the palace! The in¬ 
habitant will not be conscious of it, for it has long been 
his daily breath! Neither tvill the visitors, for they smell 
only the rich odors which the master sedulously scatters 
through the palace ... Now and then, perchance, comes 
in a seer, before whose sadly gifted eye the whole structure 
melts into thin air, leaving only the hidden nook, the 
bolted closet,... or the deadly hole under the pavement, 
and the decaying corpse within. Here, then, we are to 
seek the true emblem of the man’s character, and of the 
deed which gives whatever reality it possesses to his life. 
And, beneath the show of a marble palace, that pool of 
stagnant water, foul with many impurities, and, perhaps, 
tinged with blood,—that secret abomination, above which, 
possibly, he may say his prayers, without remembering it, 
—is this man’s miserable soul! (Ill, 274) 

Hawthorne makes it sufficiently clear that Jaffrey’s case 
is being described here, yet the deviousness and Gothic 
gruesomeness of the accusation show a reluctance to ap¬ 
proach the matter very closely. The metaphor, in declaring 
that only the sadly gifted eye of the seer can perceive 
Jaffrey’s real nature, encourages us to look for repressed 
guilt or be left with specious appearances; yet Hawthorne 
himself is less willing than formerly to explain the nature 
and operation of that guilt. Even in death Jaffrey remains 
inscrutable and terrifying, resistant to the autopsy of mo¬ 
tives that Hawthorne does not yet feel ready to undertake. 

W^e do, of course, finally learn the exact circumstances 
that make Hawthorne “almost venture to say... that a 
daily guilt might have been acted by [Jaffrey], continually 
renewed ... ^vithout his necessarily and at every moment 
being aware of it” (III, 273). Jaffrey has robbed his uncle. 
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named Clifford: his uncle, witnessing the deed, has con¬ 
sequently died of shock; and Jaffrey has framed his cousin, 
young Clifford Pyncheon, for this supposed murder. Thus 
the ex-convict Clifford is, in the sense of Hawthorne’s 
metaphor, Jaffrey’s “corpse”—or, to use another word that 
is much emphasized, his “ghost.” In this light the manner 
of Jaffrey’s own death becomes ironically appropriate. As 
Alfred H. Marks persuasively argues, Hawthorne implies 
that Jaffrey’s mysterious death is caused by the unexpected 
sight of the “ghost” Clifford Pyncheon.- It is likely that 
Jaffrey dies in the same way as his uncle. A Clifford, in 
this event, has caused the death of Jaffrey after Jaffrey has 
caused the death of a Clifford—a symmetry of justice remi¬ 
niscent of “Roger Malvin’s Burial.” 

To mention “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” however, is to 
measure the distance Hawthorne has traveled from the 
early 1830’s. Jaffrey’s guilt, unlike Reuben Bourne’s, is 
never rendered in terms of observable behavior; at the 
moment of his death he is as imposing and impenetrable 
as ever. It would seem that Hawthorne is more anxious to 
avoid him than to understand him. Surely it is meaningful 
that Jaffrey dies offstage through no one’s intention, and 
is only gingerly approached in death by the morbidly 
scornful narrator. We are nearing the strange world of the 
unfinished romances, where figures of authority receive 
sudden outbursts of unexplained authorial hatred and are 
savagely killed, not by their antagonists, but by “innocent” 
mischances of plotting. Filial obsession, in other words, is 
beginning to destroy objective characterization and moral 
interest.® 

2. See "Who Killed Judge Pyncheon? The Role of the Imagina¬ 
tion in The House of the Seven Gables,” PMLA, LXXI (June 1956), 

355‘f^9- 

3. The privacy of Hawthorne's filial concern may be gauged from 
another piece of veiled family biography. Jaffrey’s death is immedi¬ 
ately, we might almost say causally, followed by the death by cholera, 
in a foreign port, of his last direct heir. Hawthorne’s own father 
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Yet in a cryptic way The Hoxise of the Seven Gables 
deals extensively with moral and psychological affairs. Its 
“necromancies,” we are told, may one day find their true 
meaning ivithin “modern psychology” (III, 42). In vari¬ 
ous ivays Hawthorne allows us to see the entire historical, 
social, and symbolic framework of the romance as pertain¬ 
ing to the question of individual gui lt. The focal symbol 
of the House is endowed from the opening page with “a 
hu man countenanc e” (III, 17), and the struggle for posseT- 
sionof it follows familiar Hawthornian lines. The falsely 
accused ivizard Matthew Maule has not been simply ex¬ 
ecuted by his enemy. Colonel Pyncheon; he has been incor¬ 
porated into the subsequent life of the House. The new 
structure “would include the home of the dead and buried 
tvizard, and would thus afford the ghost of the latter a 
kind of privilege to haunt its ne\v apartments .. .” (HI, 
21). Like the more strictly figurative “ruined wall” of The 
Scarlet Letter, the Pyncheon estate embodies a mental con¬ 
dition in which an uneasy re-enactment of guilt will be 
made necessary by the effort to avoid responsibility for 
that guilt. For all its political and social ramifications, the 
Maule-Pyncheon antagonism is chiefly a metaphor of im¬ 
perfect repression.'* 

This imperfect repression is the agent of all the ironic 


died of a fever (first reported to be cholera) in Surinam—a fact that 
could hardly have been generally known to readers of The House of 
the Seven Gables. Thus Hawthorne stamps a paternal significance 
on Judge Pyncheon not for any instructive purpose, but because that 
is what secret fantasy demands. 

4. Note, for example, that the hereditary mesmeric power of the 
Maules, who are said to dominate the Pyncheons in “the topsy-turvy 
commonwealth of sleep” (III, 42), directly depends on the Pyncheons’ 
continuing bad conscience. Holgrave, the last of the Maules, tells us 
this (III, 64), and Hawthorne himself speculates “whether each in¬ 
heritor of the property—conscious of wrong, and failing to rectify 
it—did not commit anew the great guilt of his ancestor, and incur 
all its original responsibilities” (IH, 34). 
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justice in The House of the Seven Gables. Every tyrant 
is psychologically at the mercy of his victim; or, as Haw¬ 
thorne puts it in his notebook, “All slavery is reciprocal” 
{American Notebooks, p. 107). The rule is first applied to 
the original Colonel Pyncheon, who dies while inaugurat¬ 
ing the House he has built on the executed Matthew 
Maule’s property. It is clear that the Colonel’s “curse” of 
susceptibility to sudden death is nothing other than his 
guilt totvard Maule. The pattern is repeated for Gervayse 
Pyncheon in the story told by Holgrave; this Pyncheon’s 
greed makes him tacitly co-operate tvhen the second Mat¬ 
thew Maule, supposedly in exchange for a valuable docu¬ 
ment, takes mesmeric control over his daughter and sub¬ 
sequently causes her death. And if Marks’s theory is correct, 
Jaffrey Pyncheon is similarly enslaved to the oppressed 
Clifford, who is able to cause Jaffrey’s death merely by \ 
entering his field of vision. In all these cases it is bad con¬ 
science, rather than arbitrary plotting on Hawthorne’s 
part, that has exacted punishment for abuses of power. 

It is not possible, however, to say that perfect justice is 
done. If the authoritarian characters suffer from a secret 
malaise and eventually come to grief, they nevertheless 
have their full stomachs and public dignity for compensa¬ 
tion; revenge is sudden and therefore incomplete. The 
meek victims, by contrast, are in continual misery (if they 
survive at all) until the reversal occurs, and even then they 
retain their internalized sense of persecution. Hepzibah 
and Clifford, who are presented as figures of infantile inno¬ 
cence, are more pathetic in trying to enjoy their freedom 
after Jaffrey’s death than in their former state of intimida¬ 
tion. “For, tvhat other dungeon is so dark as one’s own 
heart! What jailer so inexorable as one’s seif!” (Ill, 204) 
I'hese sentences, applied to two characters who have done 
nothing wrong and indeed have been virtually incapable 
of feeling temptation, may remind us that Hawthorne’s 
focus is not on moral guilt but on a broader phenomenon 
of psychological tyranny. The very prominence of Hep- 
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zibah and Clifford in the plot, along with the somewhat 
ponderous emphasis on the wasting-away of the Pyncheon 
energies from generation to generation, suggests that im¬ 
potence rather than guilt may be Hawthorne’s true theme. 

f mean the term iiy ^potence in both a social and sexual 
sense. It is implied that in some way the Pyncheons have 
become effete by continuing to deny the claims of the 
vigorous and plebeian Maules. "We could say that a failure 
of adaptation to modern democratic conditions has left 
the Pyncheons socially and economically powerless. Clearly, 
however, this failure has a sexual dimension. Not the least 
of the Maules’ secret privileges is to “haunt... the cham¬ 
bers into which future bridegrooms were to lead their 
brides’’ (III, 2if.)—a fairly direct reference to some inter¬ 
ference with normal sexuality. Just as denial of the earthy 
Maule element in society leads eventually to a loss of social 
power, so the same denial in emotional nature—symbolized 
by refusal to intermarry with the Maule line—leads to a 
loss of sexual power. Hepzibah and Clifford are the em¬ 
bodied result of these denials, as we shall see. 

The conjunction of the sexual and social themes is best 
illustrated in Holgrave’s legend of Alice Pyncheon. The 
aristocratic Alice, who “deemed herself conscious of a 
power—combined of beauty, high, unsullied purity, and 
the preservative force of womanhood—that could make her 
sphere impenetrable’’ (III, 242), is in effect seduced by the 
second Matthew Maule. The language of the entire episode 
is transparently sexual, and Alice is drawn not merely by 
mesmeric prowess but by “the remarkable comeliness, 
strength, and energy of Maule’s figure’’ (III, 240). The out¬ 
come of this seduction, however, is not a union of any sort. 
Having been socially insulted by Alice’s arrogant father, 
Maule uses his sexual mastery only to demonstrate sadistic 
control over Alice. “A power that she little dreamed of 
had laid its grasp upon her maiden soul. A will, most un¬ 
like her own, constrained her to do its grotesque and fan¬ 
tastic bidding. ’■ (III, 249) ' 
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This is to say that Maule is perversely toying witli Alice’s 
unladylike susceptibility to his erotic appeal, much as the 
other Maules exploit the Pyncheons’ unpaid debt to them. 
The purpose is exactly opposite to healthy fulfdhnent, as 
the final event of Alice’s life makes especially clear. The 
still-virginal Alice, who “would have deemed it sin to 
marry’’ because she is “so lost from self-control’’ (III, 250), 
is hypnotically summoned to attend Matthetv Maule’s 
wedding to a laborer’s daughter. Alice’s former “purity” 
and her class-consciousness—they are really a single fastid¬ 
iousness—are thus successfully flouted; she is spurned and 
mocked by a man who supposedly had no claim on her 
interest. Significantly, the only “penetration” of Alice’s 
“sphere” occurs on the way home from this Avedding, wdien 
a fatal dose of consumption makes its entry into “her thinly 
sheltered bosom” (III, 250). Alice becomes a romantic 
prototype of the later, more realistically inhibited Pyn¬ 
cheons who find themselves removed from the possibility of 
sexual fulfillment. The warfare betAveen repression and the 
repressed Avill end only Avith the marriage of a Pyncheon 
to a Maule, and this Avill occur only after the chief impedi¬ 
ment to both social and sexual democracy is removed. 

What is that impediment? In Alice Pyncheon’s case it is 
a father Avho imposes his elite pretensions on her, prevents 
her from considering marriage to a Avorkingman, and half- 
Avillingly barters her aAvay for a greedy purpose of his OAvn. 
Each detail recalls the peculiarly unhealthy situation of 
Beatrice Rappaccini. When Ave turn to the modern Pyn¬ 
cheon “children,” Hepzibah and Clifford, Ave find that the 
role of Gervayse Pyncheon or Dr. Rappaccini is played 
by cousin Jaffrey. Jaffrey is after the very same document 
that Gervayse Pyncheon Avas, and he too has made a “child” 
—the childlike Clifford—pay for his OAvn criminality. Most 
strikingly, Jaffrey has hoarded to himself the dAvindling 
sum of Pyncheon eroticism. Though he is not completely 
immune to the family enervation (see III, 148!.), Jaffrey 
is still characterized by “a kind of fleshly effulgence” (III, 
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144) and by “brutish ... animal instincts’’ (III, ,^68). In 
his hypocritical gesture of family affection toward Phoebe, 
“the man, the sex, somehow or other, was entirely too 
prominent. ..’’ (Ill, 146). And it is suggested more than 
once that Jaffrey, like his first Puritan ancestor, “had 
fallen into certain transgressions to Avhich men of his great 
animal development, Avhatever their faith or principles, 
must continue liable...’’ (Ill, 151). \Ve begin to under¬ 
stand that the theory of Pyncheon decline—a decline that 
seems to apply only to real or metaphorical children—is 
inseparable from the recurrence in each generation of a 
licentious and selfish male Pyncheon—a caricature of the 
Freudian child’s imagined father. 

Two lines of a familiar triangle are thus discernible as 
un underlying configuration in The Home of the Seven 
Gables: an overbearing, terrifying, and guilty “father’’ is 
matched against innocent but emotionally Avithered “chil¬ 
dren.” The third line, which we could infer equally ^vell 
from HaAvthorne’s previous work or from psychoanalytic 
doctrine, should be incest fear—the fantasy-terror which 
goes into the very idea of an all-forbidding and self-indiilg- 
ing Jaffrey Pyncheon. The Oedipal villain, in other words, 
is an embodied idea of paternal punishment for thoughts 
of incest, and the form actually taken by such punishment 
is impotence. 

As it happens. The House of the Seven Gables abounds 
in ambiguous innuendo about both incest and impotence. 
Thus, for example, Holgrave uses the Pyncheons to illus¬ 
trate a caution against too prolonged a family dynasty: “in 
their brief New England pedigree, there has been time 
enough to infect them all with one kind of lunacy or an¬ 
other!” (Ill, 222) What cannot quite be uttered about 
human inbreeding can be said of the family chickens, who 
are explicit emblems of their owners (see III, 184): “It ^vas 
evident that the race had degenerated, like many a noble 
race besides, in consequence of too strict a watchfulness 
to keep it pure” (III, 113). \\niether incest has been liter- 
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ally committed is as open a question for the Pyncheons 
as it Avas for the Mannings (see p. 36f. above): the real 
significance of the incest hints lies in their connection to 
the other Oedipal features of the total work. Those fea¬ 
tures do not encourage us to look for evidence of actual 
incest, but on the contrary for the emotional starvation 
that ensues from a morbid dread of incest. And this is 
exactly Avhat Ave find in the decrepit siblings, Hepzibah and 
Clifford. 

Hepzibah is of course a classic old maid, and HaAvthorne 
keeps the sexual implications of her state before our minds. 
He introduces her in mock-erotic terms (“Far from us be 
the indecorum of assisting, even in imagination, at a 
maiden lady’s toilet!’’ [HI, 46]), and he repeatedly char¬ 
acterizes her feelings as those of an aged virgin. He also 
supplies us Avith Avhat might be an etiological suggestion 
as to Avhy Hepzibah has remained virginal. Unlike the 
other modern Pyncheons, she Avillingly submits herself to 
the imposing portrait of the first Colonel Pyncheon: “She, 
in fact, felt a reverence for the pictured visage, of Avhich 
only a far-descended and time-stricken virgin could be 
susceptible’’ (III, 50). The father of the Pyncheon dynasty 
has acquired some of the affection that Avould normally be 
reserved for a husband. And this admittedly dim sugges¬ 
tion of incestuous feeling is greatly heightened by Hepzi- 
bah’s secret and tender absorption in another portrait, 
Avhose subject might Avell have been “an early lover of Miss 
Hepzibah” (III, 48)—but is in truth her brother Clifford 
as a young man! 

Clifford in turn is effeminate and attached to the image 
of his mother. His physical traits alone are emphatically 
revealing: “full, tender lips, and beautiful eyes” (III, 48), 
a face “almost too soft and gentle for a man’s’ ■ (in, .17), 
“thin delicate fingers” (III, 174), and so on. His portrait 
not only shoAvs “feminine traits, moulded inseparably Avith 
those of the other sex”; it also makes one think inevitably 
“of the original as resembling his mother, and she a lovely 
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and lovable woman, with perhaps some beautiful infirmity 
of character ..(Ill, 80). And later we hear of Clifford’s 
dreams, “in which he invariably played the part of a child, 
or a very young man. So vivid ^vere they... that he once 
held a dispute with his sister as to the particular figure or 
print of a chintz morning-dress, 'ivhich he had seen their 
mother wear, in the dream of the preceding night” (III, 
205). Clifford’s dream-memory turns out to be exact. 

If Clifford’s mother is his dream, I find it significant that 
Jaffrey, who is blamed for his passage directly “from a boy 
into an old and broken man” (III, 205), is called his “night¬ 
mare” (III, 299, 371). Here again the strictest Freudian 
expectations are fulfilled. The melodramatic villainy of 
the “father” is blamed for a failure of manhood whose 
sources are clearly temperamental, and which antedates 
that villainy. The power of intimidation which Jaffrey has 
come to symbolize is explained by the manner of Clifford’s 
brief release from it at Jaffrey’s death. In a wild exhilara¬ 
tion that contrasts sharply with Hepzibah’s more anxious 
response, Clifford simultaneously tosses off Oedipal rivalry, 
the Puritan past, and moral restraint; they are all revealed 
to be emotionally identical. Rocketing to an unknown 
modern destination on a railroad train that is leaving 
Jaffrey’s corp.se ever farther behind, the timid eunuch 
Clifford suddenly becomes a universal Eros. By means of 
the telegraph, he predicts excitedly, “Lovers, day by day,— 
hour by hour, if so often moved to do it,—might send their 
heart-throbs from Maine to Florida, with some such words 
as these, ‘I love you forever!’—‘My heart runs over with 
love!’—‘I love you more than I can!’ and, again, at the next 
message, ‘I have lived an hour longer, and love you t^vice 
as much!’” (Ill, 313). This is the Clifford who feared to 
venture outside his home while Jaffrey lived. 

Clifford is perhaps the supreme example in Hawthorne’s 
fiction of a man whose feelings have become polarized 
bett\’een an exquisite aestheticism and frustrated sensual¬ 
ity. His tvorship of the beautiful and his hypersensitivity 
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are matched by his huge appetite for food and his rather 
prurient titillation in the company of the developing 
virgin, Phoebe. Though his interest in her is described as 
chaste, Hawthorne adds that 

He was a man, it is true, and recognized her as a woman. 

... He took unfailing note of every charm that apper¬ 
tained to her sex, and saw the ripeness of her lips, and 
the virginal development of her bosom. All her little 
womanly ways, budding out of her like blossoms on a 
young fruit-tree, had their effect on him, and sometimes 
caused his very heart to tingle with the keenest thrills 
of pleasure. At such moments,—for the effect was seldom 
more than momentary,—the half-torpid man would be full 
of harmonious life, just as a long-silent harp is full of 
sound, when the musician’s fingers sweep across it. (Ill, 
lyif.) 

Significantly, Phoebe’s company enables Clifford to retreat 
more easily into a state of childhood (see III, i8o)—one in 
which his “gentle and v'oluptuous emotion” (III, 48) need 
meet no challenges from mature sexual reality. 

To understand why Phoebe produces just this effect on 
Clifford, it is now necessary to consider her general sym¬ 
bolic role in the romance. It is, of course, a redemptive 
role, though by no means a theological one. To the social 
and psychological decadence of the House she brings one 
supreme virtue that has thus far been lacking: “There was 
no morbidness in Phoebe” (III, 166). Her function is to 
dispense symbolic sunshine (note her name) where heredi¬ 
tary gloom pievailed before. This is very obvious; but as 
always in Hawthorne’s serious work, the banal theme is 
rooted in psychological relationships of considerable 
subtlety. 

On the patent level Phoebe represents a kind of inno¬ 
cent energy and prettiness, a domestic competence un¬ 
hindered by any brooding over the meaning of things. 
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Her Pynclieon blood endo^vs her marriage to Holgrave- 
Maule with familial symbolism, but in fact she is antithet¬ 
ical to most of the Pyncheon traits, and her effect on the 
ancestral property is to cancel or reverse many of its dark 
implications. Thus in the Pyncheon garden, “unctuous 
Avith nearly two hundred years of vegetable decay” (III, 
93), she discovers a perfect rose, with “not a speck of blight 
or mildcAV in it” (III, 137). This “nice girl” and “cheerful 
little body” (III, 96, 97) aligns herself with all the symbols 
of persisting purity amid the general collapse—tvith the 
singing birds and above all Avith the unpolluted fountain 
in the garden. She is even able to neutralize the suggestive 
implications of her \'ery bedroom, Avhere “the joy of bridal 
nights had throbbed itself aAvay.” HaAvthorne assures us 
that “a person of delicate instinct Avould have knoAvn at 
once that it Avas noAV a maiden’s bedchamber, and had been 
purified of all former evil and sorrOAV by her SAveet breath 
and happy thoughts. Her dreams of the past night, being 
such cheerful ones, had exorcised the gloom, and noAv 
haunted the chamber in its stead” (III, 95). 

Noav, this passage shoAvs us Phoebe's chief part in the 
romance, Avhich is not simply to stand for innocence but 
to refute or “exorcise” sexual cynicism. Hepzibah and 
Clifford, after all, are innocent enough; but Phoebe’s 
purity has thematic Aveight because she is seen at the brink 
of Avomanhood. HaAvthorne deliberately puts her Avithin 
a sexual perspective in order to declare her exempt from 
erotic inclinations. She dreams, but cheerfully; she has 
“brisk impulses” (III, 209), but they urge her to hike in 
the countryside; her “ordinary little toils,” unlike Hester 
Prynne’s, do not register unfulfilled desire but merely 
“perfect health” (III, 167). She is e\'en observed by Clif¬ 
ford at the moment of recognizing the existence of her 
emergent sexual appeal, yet she pays for this recognition 
Avith nothing more than a maidenly blush and a slight 
modification of her forthrightness (see III, 263). 
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Phoebe’s role is epitomized at one point in a striking 
oxymoron. In neutralizing the morbidity of her surround¬ 
ings she is said to wield a “homely ^vitchcraft’’ (III, 94)— 
that is, a marriage of spiritual power and tidy domesticity. 
In Hawthorne’s usual world this is unthinkable; one ran 
be either a conventional nobody or a moral outlaw with 
a special potency of spirit. The “limit-loving” (III, 161) 
Phoebe, in contrast, derives her po^ver of exorcism pre¬ 
cisely from her ignorant conventionality—indeed, from 
her unwillingness to face unpleasant truths. This is espe¬ 
cially apparent in her relations with Clifford; “whatever 
was morbid in his mind and experience she ignored; and 
thereby kept their intercourse healthy...” (Ill, 173). So, 
too, she innocently evades the lecherous Jaffrey’s kiss (see 
III, 145) and fails to confirm Hepzibah’s original fears that 
she will be a rival for Clifford’s love (see III, 91, 98). When 
she finally confesses that her sentiments toward Hepzibah 
and Clifford have been maternal (see III, 258), this exemp¬ 
tion from sexuality takes on an Oedipal significance. De¬ 
spite her youth Phoebe stands in the place of an ideal 
parent, a selfless breadwinner and moral guide who can 
replace the tyrannical parent of guilty fantasy. 

The real test of this role is provided by Holgrave, whose 
interest in Phoebe is necessarily amorous. Like Jaffrey, 
he is both haunting and haunted. As a Maule he owns the 
mesmeric po^ver which seduces and destroys, yet this power 
leaves him prone to self-destructive monomania. By marry¬ 
ing Phoebe after virtually hypnotizing her and then allow¬ 
ing her to go free after all, he offers a model of self-restraint 
from the morbid “experimentation” upon womankind that 
is so tempting for Hawthornian males generally. He and 
Phoebe together—he having renounced his unconscious, 
she scarcely having noticed hers—finally embody a contra¬ 
dictory but necessary vision of mature love combined ^vith 
indefinitely protracted childhood. 

It is noteworthy that Hawthorne strains verisimilitude 
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in order to work Holgrave into his concern for fathers and 
sons. Without any apparent reason the resourceful and 
independent daguerreotypist is oppressed by the figure of 
Jaffrey Pyncheon in death. As he tells Phoebe, 

“The presence of yonder dead man threw a great black 
shadow over everything; lie made the universe, so far as 
my perception could reach, a scene of guilt and of retri¬ 
bution more dreadful than the guilt. The sense of it took 
away my youth. I never hoped to feel young again! The 
world looked strange, wild, evil, hostile; my past life, so 
lonesome and dreary; my future, a shapeless gloom, which 
I must mould into gloomy shapes! But, Phoebe, you 
crossed the threshold; and hope, warmth, and joy came 
in with you!” (Ill, 362) 

Here the theme of patricidal guilt, again as in “Roger 
Malvin’s Burial,” is being stretched to include a wholly 
symbolic father who has not been murdered at all. Hol- 
grave’s fear of “retribution” has no basis in stated motives, 
yet it reminds us that his view of society and history has 
been metaphorically Oedipal. The cruel \vorld in his esti¬ 
mate is “that gray-bearded and tvrinkled profligate, de¬ 
crepit, without being venerable” (III, 215): and the 
tyranny of the past is “just as if a young giant were com¬ 
pelled to tvaste all his strength in carrying about the 
corpse of the old giant, his grandfather, tvho died a long 
while ago, and only needs to be decently buried” (III, 
219). Jaffrey’s death thus satisfies a patricidal strain in 
Holgrave’s nature—a fact ^vhich is corroborated by his 
“unmotivated” anxiety before Jaffrey’s corpse. 

The best indication that the “happy” outcome of The 
House of the Seven Gables was not cathartic for its con¬ 
triver is an omnipresent uneasiness about the propriety, 
the honesty, and the quality of fictive art. From the defen¬ 
sively humble Preface onward Ha^vtliorne seems to despair 
of sustaining the picturesque'effects which he simultane- 
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oiisly equates with artistic value and denigrates as trickery. 
The ending to his plot confirms his pessimism; modern 
ordinariness triumphs over a compulsive and romantic 
addiction to the past. To a certain extent this pattern is 
put to good comic use; in the world of homely witchcraft 
the only ghosts are “the ghosts of departed cook-maids” 
(III, 124), and Maule’s well is no more bewitched than 
“an old lady’s cup of tea” (III, 120). Especially in his treat¬ 
ment of Hepzibah, who resembles him in trying to sell 
to “a different set of customers” such traditional wares as 
“sugar figures, tvith no strong resemblance to the humanity 
of any epoch ...” (Ill, 53), Hawthorne manages to take a 
whimsical view of his artistic plight. Like her creator in 
his post-college years, Hepzibah, “by secluding herself 
from society, has lost all true relation -with it” (III, 257!.) 
and must now try to “flash forth on the world’s astonished 
gaze at once” (III, 57). And yet her failure to do so~her 
bondage to an anachronistic stock-in-trade—has a desperate 
autobiographical meaning for Hawthorne. He as well as 
Hepzibah, if they are to stay in business at all, must follow 
the cynical advice on modern salesmanship offered by the 
earthbound Yankee, Uncle Venner: “Put on a bright face 
for your customers, and smile pleasantly as you hand them 
what they ask for! A stale article, if you dip it in a good, 
warm, sunny smile, will go off better than a fresh one that 
you’ve scowled upon” (III, 87).® 

5. The Hawthorne-Hepzibah parallel can be carried further. In 
her devotion to the past Hepzibah is said by Holgrave to be “peo¬ 
pling the world with ugly shapes, which you will soon find to be as 
unreal as the giants and ogres of a child’s story-book” (III, 62). The 
prediction comes true: Hepzibah and Clifford eventually “bade a 
final farewell to the abode of their forefathers, with hardly more 
emotion than if they had made it their arrangement to return thither 
at tea-time” (III, 377). While this is pleasant for Hepzibah, from 
Hawthorne’s point of view it is entirely too easy. He is committed 
as an artist to the realm of picturesque ancestral guilt which even 
Hepzibah finds outdated and indeed imaginary. 


igo 


THE SINS OF THE FATHERS 


If Hepzibah illustrates the futility of Hawthornian art 
in the nineteenth century, Clifford and Holgrave may be 
said to illustrate the flaws and dangers of the artistic tem¬ 
perament. Clifford, the artist manque, is both squeamish 
and vicariously sensual, both “ideal” and secretly vora¬ 
cious. At times he is merely irritable and dull, but occa¬ 
sionally his fantasy is given symbolic rein, as when he 
blows artistic bubbles to be pricked by unappreciative 
passers-by (see III, 2o6f.). In either capacity, however, he 
remains enveloped in a robe of moonshine, “which he 
hugged about his person, and seldom let realities pierce 
through” (III, 205). Thus he is an extreme version of 
the tvithdrawn Hawthornian artist, and it is not diffi¬ 
cult to see what he has withdrawn from. His “images of 
women,” says Hawthorne, “had more and more lost their 
warmth and substance, and been frozen, like the pictures 
of secluded artists, into the chillest ideality” (III, ijo). As 
usual, ideality and coldness toward ^romen are the same 
thing, and are associated with “secluded artists.” Only 
Phoebe, the embodied negation of all unpleasant fantasies 
about Avomen, can persuade Clifford that “the world Avas 
no longer a delusion.” ® 

6. One of Hawthorne’s miniature allegories of art is especially 
revealing in this connection. Clifford finds himself aesthetically de¬ 
lighted by an organ-grinder’s puppets, until he notices the lewd and 
greedy monkey who is collecting coins. He is especially struck by the 
monkey’s "wrinkled and abominable little visage’’ and his “thick 
tail curling out into preposterous prolixity from beneath his tartans’’ 
(III, 197). This tail, “too enonnous to be decently concealed,” beto¬ 
kens a “deviltry of nature” that is particularly offensive to Clifford- 
as-artist; for the monkey is seizing pennies on behalf of a parody of 
art. Clifford “had taken childish delight in the music, and smiled, 
too, at the figures which it set in motion. But, after looking a while 
at the long-tailed imp, he was so shocked by his horrible ugliness, 
spiritual as well as physical, that he actually began to shed tears...” 
(Ill, 198). Clifford weeps for his own secret feeling that the aesthetic 
realm is polluted by greed and lusv. 
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Similarly, Phoebe aids Holgrave in restraining his tend¬ 
ency to be an “all-observant” (III, i8g) peeper. His interest 
in his companions has essentially been an author’s over¬ 
view of his characters, and at one point he actually makes 
a literary work out of Pyncheon history. Alice Pyncheon’s 
legend and the circumstances of its narration sum up 
everything Hawthorne has to say about the secret meaning 
of art. The legend itself, says PIolgTave, “has taken hold 
of my mind with the strangest tenacity of clutch ...” and 
he is telling it “as one method of throwing it off” (III, 223). 
Authorship, including the intention to publish the work 
in a magazine, is presented as a way of mastering obses¬ 
sion. Yet Holgrave has a more immediate purpose as well, 
to impress Phoebe with his talent. The covert eroticism of 
the story is evidently communicated to its listener, for at 
the end she “leaned slightly towards [Holgrave], and 
seemed almost to regulate her breath by his”; 

A veil was beginning to be muffled about her, in which 
she could behold only him, and live only in his thoughts 
and emotions. His glance, as he fastened it on the young 
girl, grew involuntarily more concentrated; in his attitude 
there was the consciousness of power, investing his hardly 
mature figure with a dignity that did not belong to its 
physical manifestation. It was evident that, with but one 
wave of his hand and a corresponding effort of his will, he 
could complete his mastery over Phoebe’s yet free and 
virgin spirit: he could establish an influence over this 
good, pure, and simple child, as dangerous, and perhaps 
as disastrous, as that which the carpenter of his legend 
had acquired and exercised over the ill-fated Alice. (Ill, 
252f.) 

The thinly euphemistic nature of this scene presumably 
enabled its first readers to ignore, or at least to perceive 
indistinctly, the implication that cheery little Phoebe is 
endowed tvith sexual desire. She unconsciously welcomes 
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her seducer, and he “involuntarily” tightens his hold on 
her. This hold has been ivon through the mesmeric power 
of art, and motivated not simply by desire but by the 
prying and rapacious tendency ivhich in Haivthorne’s harsh 
view constitutes the artistic character. That tendency must 
be “cured,” at least in symbolism, if a satisfactory resolu¬ 
tion is to be reached. And thus Holgrave obligingly steps 
out of his Maule identity and reforms both himself and 
the spirit of the romance. He relaxes his spell over Phoebe 
and allows her deliberate obtuseness to have the final say: 
“But for this short life of ours, one would like a house and 
a moderate garden-spot of one’s own” (III, 188). At the 
end, though the revitalized Pyncheon chickens have begun 
“an indefatigable process of egg-laying” (III, 372), art has 
been tacitly set aside and forgotten. 

The logic of this conclusion is impeccable. If the image 
of Jaffrey Pyncheon in death makes Holgrave’s future ap¬ 
pear to be “a shapeless gloom, Avhich I must mould into 
gloomy shapes,” and if Phoebe alone can erase that image 
from his mind, then marriage to Phoebe obviates the 
need for moulding further “gloomy shapes.” To become 
free of anxiety is to lose all reason for creativity. For Hol- 
grave it cannot matter that Phoebe is in fact a tissue of 
symbolic contradictions: motherly child, sisterly bride, 
fertile and prolific virgin. It is Hawthorne for whom this 
subtle compromise is finally meaningful. And in a broader 
sense the incongruities of his plot—the yoking together of 
ancestral guilt, of maladaptation to modern reality, and 
of a villain’s death which produces unholy erotic glee and 
a therapeutic marriage—find their rationale in Haivthorne’s 
strimafle to disbeliev'e that the ivorld is indeed “a scene of 
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guilt and of retribution more dreadful than the guilt.” 
Not HolgTave but Hawthorne, who called his wife Phoebe, 
has set Phoebe-ism as tbe steep ransom from obsession. And 
it is Hawthorne, ultimately, ivho with secret and wistful 
irony measures the consequence of this surrender for his 
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own later career. “The world owes all its onward impulses 
to men ill at ease/' he has Holgrave tell Phoebe with great 
truthfulness; and shortly thereafter Holgrave adds, “If we 
love one another, the moment has room for nothing more’’ 
(III, 363). 



XI 


Turning the Affair into a Ballad 


“Le clessin est une espece d’hypnotisme: on regarde tellernent 
le module, qu’il vient s’asseoir sur le papier.” — picasso 


If The Blithedale Romance (1852), despite a good deal of 
recent explication, remains the least admired of Haw¬ 
thorne’s longer narratives, the reason is not far to seek. 
The House of the Seven Gables represented a drop in 
intensity from the sustained tragedy of The Scarlet Letter, 
but this next book seems to be divided between a drab 
chattiness and episodes of facile melodrama. Numerous 
passages are lifted, ^vith scarcely any revision, from Haw¬ 
thorne’s Brook Farm notebooks. The narrator. Miles Cover- 
dale, resembles his creator not only in superficial respects 
but in his fears about the unromantic, unpicturesque 
nature of modern life; his prose transcribes an incessant 
and labored effort to keep our interest. \Ve are tempted 
to say that the book would have been better if it had been 
tvholly devoted either to the autobiographical record of 
Hawthorne’s disillusionment with Brook Farm utopianism 
or to the melodramatic and legendary events which are 
conjectured to form the prehistory of Coverdale’s friends. 
It wou-ld be wrong to sweep a^vay these misgivings about 
The Blithedale Romance simply on the basis of a theory 
about its co\'ert meaning; if the book has struck nearly 
all its readers as confused, then it is blameworthy. We are 
not surprised to learn that it ^vas extensively rewritten and 
that Hawthorne, when he had finished, wondered whether 
to call it “Hollingsworth,” “Z'enobia,” “Priscilla,” “Miles 
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Coverdale’s Three Friends,” ‘‘The Veiled Lady,” ‘‘Blithe- 
dale,” “The Arcadian Summer,” or—his choice ‘‘in lack of 
a better”—‘‘The Blithedale Romance.” ^ Such indecision 
corresponds all too well to the indecisiveness of the story 
itself. The Blithedale Romance is a book in which Haw¬ 
thorne’s customary equivocation about social and moral 
ideas has been extended to include such apparently ele¬ 
mentary matters as his moral estimate of his characters, 
his notion of their feelings about one another, and even 
his factual knowledge of their previous lives. 

The view we have been taking of Hawthorne’s career, 
however, leads us to expect that beneath the surface con¬ 
fusion of The Blithedale Romance there may be an inner 
coherence of self-debate. In the past we have found that 
Hawthorne’s hesitations and implausibilities have always 
been the best indicators of obsessive thematic content; as 
the surface world becomes less intelligible its symbolic 
value becomes clearer. That this principle applies to the 
seeming chaos of the unfinished romances will be amply 
demonstrated. Yet The Blithedale Romance is just coher¬ 
ent enough to permit its critics to call it failed utopian 
satire or failed melodrama or failed autobiography. The 
necessity has rarely been perceived of putting the various 
imperfect parts within a single rationale that would ex¬ 
plain Hawthorne’s inability to make any one of them his 
focus of interest. 

Our position is that The Blithedale Romance is, in an 
almost incredibly cryptic way, an intelligible product of 
the obsessed Hawthorne whose private themes have be¬ 
come so predictable. I believe we can justify the supposi¬ 
tion that Hawthorne, finding his literal plot hopelessly 
distorted by irrational fantasy, turned the book into a 
self-critical comedy by attributing that distortion to his 

1. See The Memoirs of Julian Hawthorne, ed. Edith Garrigues 
Hawthorne (New York, 1938), p. 34, and Hawthorne’s Americati 
Notebooks, pp. 3o8f. 
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narrator. Like James in The Sacred Foxint, perhaps, he 
partially rescued a doomed story by stressing the principle 
of self-delusion inherent in the narrator’s—and ultimately 
in his own—prying concern with other lives. In neither 
case is the irony sufficiently unambiguous or sufficiently 
discernible to the reader; the most we can say is that it is 
consistently available to close scrutiny. 

Certainly it is d^cult to take the bewildering “romance” 
among Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla as the heart 
of the book as it now stands. No narrator ev^er had worse 
luck than Coverdale in learning the most essential facts 
about the figures tvhose story tve are supposed to enjoy. 
Late in the plot he summarizes the points he has yet to 
settle, and indeed will never get straight at all: “Zenobia’s 
whole character and history; the true nature of her myste¬ 
rious connection rvith AV^estervelt; her later purposes to¬ 
wards Hollingsworth, and, reciprocally, his in reference to 
her; .. . the degree in tvhich Zenobia had been cognizant 
of the plot against Priscilla, and tvhat, at last, had been the 
real object of that scheme” (C, III, 215). Most of the im¬ 
portant scenes he describes, furthermore, are observed from 
an inconvenient distance, or are not observed at all. Ttvo 
of his chapters—Zenobia’s legend of the Veiled Lady and 
the autobiography of her father, old Moodie—are imagina¬ 
tive reconstructions of someone else’s words, and for the 
most crucial meeting of Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Pris¬ 
cilla he arrives “half-an-hour too late” (C, III, 212). 

These puzzling difficulties become significant when we 
realize that Hawthorne, and indeed Coverdale himself, 
have taken considerable pains to suggest that the story as 
we read it is not to be altogether trusted.- Repeatedly the 
narrator tvarns us that his descriptions may interest us not 
merely for their element of truth but “as exemplifying the 

2. Some of the evidence for this and following statements may be 
found in my article, “A New Reading of The Blitliedale Romance," 
American Literature, XXIX (May 1957), i^y-yo. My present view of 
the book, however, differs from the'conclusions reached there. 
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kind of error into tvhich my mode of observation tvas calcu¬ 
lated to lead me” (C, III, 71). As soon as we put a friend 
under our microscope ^ve ‘‘insulate him from many of his 
true relations, magnify his peculiarities, inevitably tear 
him into parts, and, of course, patch him very clumsily 
together again. ^Vhat ^vonder, then, should we be fright¬ 
ened by the aspect of a monster, Avhich, after all—though 
we can point to every feature of his deformity in the real 
personage—may be said to have been created mainly by 
ourselves!” (C, III, 69). This is, to be sure, a familiar Haw- 
thornian paradox, but in The Blithedale Romance it 
appears to have been carried to a logical extreme. For 
Coverdale not only takes poetic liberties with the events he 
is narrating; he represents himself as having knotvn how 
they would turn out before they occurred. His dreams and 
fantasies at Blithedale, if they had been recorded, ‘‘would 
have anticipated several of the chief incidents of this nar¬ 
rative, including a dim shadow of its catastrophe” (C, III, 
38). It is impossible to say whether Coverdale has really 
had forekno^vledge or has seriously altered the facts in 
recounting them; the only certain point is that we are 
meant to see some degree of correspondence bet^veen his 
tale and the secret inclination of his mind. From both 
ends of the plot—in apparent foreknotvledge and in narra¬ 
tive distortion—Coverdale shows us the condition of a man 
in the grip of some private symbolism. 

Whatever the basis of Coverdale’s obsession, the form 
it takes is literary. He imagines that his part has been ‘‘that 
of the Chorus in a classic play, which seems to be set aloof 
from the possibility of personal concernment, and bestows 
the whole measure of its hope or fear, its exultation or 
sorrow, on the fortunes of others, betiveen whom and itself 
this sympathy is the only bond” (C, III, 97). Such aloof¬ 
ness is not to be confused with indifference; Coverdale is 
saying that he will allow his hope and fear to be expressed 
through his set of “characters.” Indeed, that is just what 
he calls them—“these three characters... on my private 
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theatre” (C^ III, 70). If in real life he is ‘‘but a secondary 
or tertiary personage” (C, III, 70) with his friends, and 
if ‘‘these three had absorbed [his] life into themselves” 
(C, III, 194), he at least has the artistic luxury of contem¬ 
plating their ^vorthiness for a ‘‘sufficiently tragic catas¬ 
trophe” (Cj III, 79). ‘‘After all was finished,” he thinks 
with satisfaction, ‘‘I would come, as if to gather up the 
white ashes of those who had perished at the stake, and 
to tell the Avorld—the wrong being now atoned for—how 
much had perished there which it had never yet known 
how to praise” (C^ III, 161). Though ‘‘real life never 
arranges itself exactly like a romance” (C, III, 104), this 
is precisely what Coverdale has hoped to make of it—a 
Blithedale Romance. The abandonment of this hope, after 
it has been smashed by a real-life tragedy with no literary 
trimming, constitutes the true resolution of Hawthorne’s 
plot. 

To state the case in this manner is perhaps to underrate 
the obvious intellectual content of The Blithedale Ro¬ 
mance; as most critics have chosen to emphasize, the book 
is Hawthorne’s apologia for leaving Brook Farm and scorn¬ 
ing its visionary ideals. I am certainly willing to believe 
that this was an important part of his intention when he 
began writing, but with Hawthorne self-justification in¬ 
variably verges into self-criticism. What we in fact find in 
The Blithedale Romance is not so much a theoretical 
refutation of utopianism as an implied confession that the 
Ha^vthorne-Coverdale temperament is unsuited for real 
enterprises of any sort, whether spiritual or practical. One 
can abstract Coverdale’s negative pronouncements about 
Blithedale into a body of social theory only by ignoring 
the intemperate sarcasm ^vith Avhich those pronouncements 
are delivered and the retractions that speedily follow them. 
Coverdale himself is aware, as Hawthorne’s critics are 
often not, that all his contradictory opinions are dictated 
by his excessively self-conscious efforts to achieve a steady 
relation to his three “characters.” 
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In order to understand Coverdale’s complex situation 
it is not enough to see that he ^vants his three friends to 
act out a ready-made romance. Like other artist-heroes in 
Hawthorne’s ^vork he has a private failure of emotional 
capacity at the base of his need for aesthetic distance. He 
is the Ha^vthornian artist par excellence: a poetaster and 
a retiring bachelor tvhose emotions can be clearly expressed 
only within a womblike woodland “hermitage” where the 
voluptuous entanglement of vines and trees is conducive 
to spying at secret rendezvous and daydreaming about 
artistic and erotic successes that Avill never be realized. 
“Had it ever been my fortune to spend a honey-moon,” 
he explains, “I should have thought seriously of inviting 
my bride up thither”—namely, into “a hollow chamber, 
of rare seclusion... formed by the decay of some of the 
pine-branches, which the vine had lovingly strangled with 
its embrace” (C, III, 98!.). And yet the speaker of these 
lines—eloquent as they are in declaring his oneness with 
the sexual eccentrics who dominate Hawthorne’s tales— 
tells us, when his “romance” has collapsed, that he was in 
love with Priscilla all along. Whether or not we are pre¬ 
pared to take the statement at face value, its insertion at 
the last possible moment is characteristic of the erotic fur¬ 
tiveness Avhich pervades the narrative. 

Thus we cannot rest content with the view of Coverdale 
adopted by Hollingswwth, who accuses him of feigning 
interest in utopianism, only because “it has given you a 
theme for poetry” (C, III, 131), nor with the similar charge 
brought by Zenobia: “You are turning this whole affair 
into a ballad” (C, III, 223: see also p. 33). These are half- 
truths which exaggerate the definiteness of Coverdale’s 
intention and the steadiness of his aesthetic detachment. 
The cumulative evidence of Coverdale’s own statements 
suggests that he cannot decide w’hether to win his com¬ 
panions’ affection or to pry coldly into “the secret which 
was hidden even from themselves” (C, III, 160). Generally 
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speaking, what happens in the plot is that Coverdale, 
harboring this uncertainty of purpose, half-intentionally 
alienates all three of his potential intimates and is thus 
driven increasingly into the role of literary' snoop. Hollings¬ 
worth, Zenobia, and Priscilla become, no longer human 
companions, but “goblins of flesh and blood” (C, III, 157) 
from whom he would like to escape—but from whom he 
simultaneously wants to extort “some nature, some pas¬ 
sion, no matter ^vhether right or ^vrong, provided it were 
real” (C^ III, 159). And correspondingly, his fantasies be¬ 
come at once more destructive and more literary as he is 
continually rebuffed. Well before the real tragedy of the 
book occurs, Coverdale 

began to long for a catastrophe. If the noble temper of 
Hollingsworth’s soul were doomed to be utterly corrupted 
by [his] purpose ...; if the rich and generous qualities of 
Zenobia’s womanhood might not save her; if Priscilla must 
perish by her tenderness and faith .. .; then be it so! Let 
it all come! As for me, I would look on, as it seemed my 
part to do, understandingly.. . The curtain fallen, I 
would pass onward with my poor indiv idual life, which 
was now attenuated of much of its proper substance.. . 

(C. Ill, 157) 

This vengeful daydream recalls the consolations of other 
embittered artists in Hawthorne’s fiction. Having survived 
his indifferent friends and emptied himself of concern for 
them (even at the price of losing all further meaning in 
his life), Coverdale will have the luxury of contemplating 
their doom “reverently and sadly” {C, III, 157). 

Though it is impossible to draw a point-by-point com¬ 
parison between the actual course of events and Cover- 
dale’s fantasies, we can observe that the real calamity of 
the plot makes Coverdale profoundly ashamed of those 
fantasies. This may suggest that something more is in¬ 
volved than mere disappointment of the wish to win 
Priscilla. Like some previous heroes Coverdale is made to 
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feel guilty, or at any rate chastened, about a death he has 
not caused but has hazily “foreseen” in fantasy. It seems 
plausible to assume that one component of his feelings 
toward Zenobia—namely, the anxiety that has made the 
pale Priscilla a safer object of desire—has found the 
thought of her removal advantageous. Or we could sur¬ 
mise, with equal likelihood, that it is Hollingsworth, his 
rival for the affection of both women, against whom Cover- 
dale’s aggressive prophecies have been intended. In either 
case Coverdale has indeed anticipated “a dim shadow of 
the catastrophe” of his Blithedale Romance, and is jolted 
by the shocking explicitness of that catastrophe tvhen it 
occurs. 

Coverdale himself has no clear idea of why Hollings- 
ivorth, Zenobia, and Priscilla together are more meaning¬ 
ful to him than his relation to any one of them individ¬ 
ually. And yet our awareness of the fantasies chronically 
harbored by Hawthorne’s escapists may make us attentive 
to some revealing clues. Hawthorne and Coverdale have 
virtually begged us to see the story of Coverdale s friends 
—not just his attitude toward it, but the bare facts of the 
story itself—as indicative of the inmost tendency of his 
mind. That story, we must emphasize, is intricately in¬ 
volved in family matters of a vaguely guilty nature. The 
sexual rivals, Zenobia and Priscilla, turn out to be half- 
sisters. Their remorseful benefactor, old Moodie, is re¬ 
vealed to be their common father, Avho has neglected the 
child he loved best in order to live vicariously in the other 
child’s splendor (see C, III, iq^f-)- The devilish mesmerist 
Westervelt, the touchstone of evil in The Blithedale Ro¬ 
mance, is said to be Zenobia’s former husband. He is thus 
related, however remotely, to the Priscilla who is perhaps 
turned over to his mesmeric power through the contriv¬ 
ance of Zenobia herself-a fine example of Hawthornian 
family co-operation. Priscilla s rescue in turn is effected 
by the noble Hollingsworth, who, though he has hitherto 
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loved her like “an elder brother’’ (C, III, 217), promptly 
marries her.® 

These facts alone cannot be called proof that the fnr- 
tiveness and ambivalence of Co^ erdale’s attitudes may be 
related to a preoccupation with incest. Yet that specula¬ 
tion begins to seem more respectable as we examine the 
specific feelings his three friends arouse in him. The brash 
and bosomy feminist Zenobia, Coverdale’s first and most 
deeply engaging figure of challenge, incites anxiety and 
defensive sarcasm by flaunting her sexuality before him. 
Her provocative language forces him to picture “that 
fine, perfectly developed figure, in Eve’s earliest garment’’ 
(C, III, 47)—a vision not entirely welcome to a nature like 
Coverdale’s. The significant fact, however, is that he can 
scarcely accept the blatantly obvious fact of her sexual ex¬ 
perience, but must dwell on the question with prurient 
concern: “Pertinaciously the thought—‘Zenobia is a wife! 
Zenobia has lived, and loved! There is no folded petal, 
no latent dew-drop, in this perfectly developed rose!’— 
irresistibly that thought drove out all other conclusions, 
as often as my mind reverted to the subject’’ (C, III, 47). 
This dainty pornography is continually rejected as “a 
masculine grossness—a sin of wicked interpretation, of 
which man is often guilty towards the other se.x’’ (C, III, 

3. Even the nature of Priscilla’s affection for Zenobia seems a bit 
perverse if we follow the implications of Hawthorne’s imagery: 
“Priscilla’s love grew, and twined itself perseveringly around this 
unseen sister; as a grape-vine might strive to clamber out of a 
gloomy hollow among the rocks, and embrace a young tree, standing 
in the sunny warmth above” (C, III, 186). The echo of Coverdalc’s 
“perfectly inextricable knot of polygamy” (C, III, gSf.) in his tree- 
vine hermitage casts a metaphorical suspicion of fixated emotion 
even on the vapid Priscilla—or perhaps merely on Coverdale’s inter¬ 
est in her. An article by Allan and Barbara Lefcowitz, soon to be 
published in Nineteenth-Century Fiction, e.xplores the remarkable 
sexual innuendoes surrounding Priscilla’s role as a mesmeric clair¬ 
voyant and a maker of tiny purses. ^ 
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47). The absurdity of such scrupulous fancies is diminished 
if we bear in mind that Zenobia is, for Coverdale’s mind, 
less an individual person than “womanliness incarnated” 
{C, III, 44), and that his view of this ^vomanliness is rather 
that of a scandalized son than a sophisticated bachelor. 
Like his younger predecessors Goodman Brown and Robin 
Molineux, Coverdale has not yet forgiven ^vomankind for 
its deviation from the maternal ideal. 

If Zenobia is to this extent eligible for sentiments that 
should properly attach themselves to a mother, Hollings- 
^vorth is more easily recognized as a version of the Haw- 
thornian father. Though Coverdale is forced to respect 
him and yearn for his affection, the physically imposing, 
fiercely stern and fanatical Hollingsworth drains life from 
everyone ^vho must live under his authority, and more par¬ 
ticularly usurps all the feminine sympathy that Coverdale 
himself seeks. In retrospect it seems inevitable that he 
must eventually appear to Coverdale in the stereotyped 
role of the Hawthornian father, as “the grim portrait of 
a Puritan magistrate, holding inquest of life and death in 
a case of ^vitchcraft” (C, III, 214). The transformation has 
been anticipated since Coverdale’s first confession that he 
feels a need to exaggerate Hollings^vorth’s awesomeness: 
“In my recollection of his dark and impressive counte¬ 
nance, the features grew more prominent than the reality, 
duskier in their depth and shadow, and more lurid in their 
light; the fro^vn, that had merely flitted across his brow, 
seemed to have contorted it with an adamantine wrinkle” 
(C, III, 71). Here we are observing Coverdale in the proc¬ 
ess of creating a bogey-father, a devil; and significantly, 
the true “devil” of The Blithedale Romance, Westervelt, 
is held responsible for having destroyed Zenobia’s much- 
lamented innocence. 

As for Priscilla, she is literally a sister, she looks like a 
sister, she is loved like a sister by Hollingsworth, and she 
inspires protective brotherly feelings—mixed with an 
erotic desire ^vdiich is confessed later—on Coverdale s part. 
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The shunting of that desire from Zenobia to her is noth- 
ing more than what is demanded by Freudian logic and 
Hawthornian precedent. Her integral role in Coverdale’s 
fantasy-family is indicated by his most revealing dream: 
“Hollingsworth and Zenobia, standing on either side of 
my bed, had bent across it to exchange a kiss of passion. 
Priscilla, beholding this—for she seemed to be peeping in 
at the chamber-window—had melted gradually away, and 
left only the sadness of her e.xpression in my heart” (C, 
153)- The reader who doubts that Coverdale has un¬ 
consciously cast himself as a son must wonder why this 
dream depicts Hollingsworth and Zenobia in the unortho¬ 
dox erotic pose of bending across Coverdale’s bed. And 
all readers must surely note the moral ambiguity of the 
wish expressed in the dream. Priscilla is meant to be dis¬ 
illusioned by the sexual passion which she has discovered 
in her elders, yet Coverdale’s otvn intentions toward her, 
as we later discern, are those of a lover. As in the un¬ 
finished romances, where real brothers and sisters are for¬ 
ever about to become lovers or spouses, the image of 
Priscilla-detached-from-Hollingsworth melts away before 
its purpose in Coverdale’s mental scenario becomes too 
plain. 

In all this, it may be objected, there is no compelling 
evidence that Coverdale’s hesitant designs on Priscilla, and 
more distantly on Zenobia, are incestuous in quality. I 
agree. What we find is, on one side, an extraordinary devi¬ 
ousness in his approach to both women, and on the other 
a configuration of attitudes which, if discovered in a real 
neurotic, would point to incestuous fixation. A man of 
mature years who dwells with awe and titillation on the 
possibility that a mature Avoman may not be virginal, Aviio 
must suppose that her experience has been at the hands 
of a fiendish seducer, Avho hopes for the love of a sexless 
girl but can do nothing to Avin her, and Avho turns his 
sexual rival into an imaginary paternal tyrant—such a man 
may justly be called a casualty'of Oedipal strife. The real 
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difficulty in applying this reasoning to Coverdale is that 
the literal reality surrounding him conforms so well to his 
apparent fixation. We must assume, as so often in the past, 
that the obsession of The Blithe dale Romance is jointly 
owned by the hero and the author. And this assumption is 
necessary anyway if we are to accept without astonishment 
the intricacy and secrecy of self-debate in this book. If 
Hawthorne has blurred all his portraits except Coverdale’s, 
backed away from the simplest explanations of fact, ex¬ 
ploited literal scenes for a cabalistic meaning that is lost 
upon the reader, and included episodes that make virtually 
no sense apart from such meaning, then we must infer that 
Hawthorne as well as Coverdale is at the mercy of uncon¬ 
scious logic. 

In that logic, spiritnal aspiration, reform of humanity, 
and romantic art are interchangeable terms; each repre¬ 
sents flight from mature sexual challenge. The touchstone 
of that challenge, and the implicit reproach to all escapism 
in The Blithedale Romance, is Zenobia, whose womanly 
nature is equally spurned in the poetic fancies of Cover- 
dale and the zealous perfectionism of Hollingsworth. “The 
presence of Zenobia,” Coverdale admits, “caused our heroic 
enterprise to show like an illusion, a masquerade, a pas¬ 
toral, a counterfeit Arcadia, in which grown-up men and 
women ^vere making a play-day of the years that were 
given us to live in” (C, III, 21). In our view it is far from 
insignificant that the whole Blithedale colony should be 
accused of regression to childhood. Unconsciously, no 
doubt, Coverdale is well equipped to gi'asp the primitive 
sameness of motive among all attempts to beautify human 
nature. Nor is it surprising that the event which signals 
an end to both Coverdale’s and Blithedale’s picturesque 
fancies is the death of Zenobia; the raison d’etre for all 
such fancies is avoidance of the object of anxiety that has 
been too violently removed. 

If acceptance of Zenobia is the measure of normality 
in The Blithedale Romance, the opposite psychological 
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extreme is embodied in Westervelt. Cynic, fraud, and un¬ 
scrupulous possessor of a young girl’s will, he partakes of 
Ethan Brand, of Rappaccini, of Goodman Brown’s devil. 

A part of my own nature,” says Coverdale frankly, 
“showed itself responsive to him” {C, III, 102). Coverdale’s 
latent sense of mankind’s corruption—a sense whose sexual 
basis we have tried to suggest—is fully developed in ^Vester- 
velt. Both men are show-masters of a sort, and both use the 
rhetoric of ideality to conceal their aversion to humanity. 
Both in fact are trying to present the same “Veiled Lady,” 
Priscilla, in a magical and romantic light which they know 
to be fakery. Both, too, are snoopers; the real difference 
is that Westervelt knows the facts that Coverdale hankers 
to learn. If Coverdale is appalled by ^Vestervelt’s mockery 
of him, he nevertheless finds himself drawn ever closer to 
the idea of getting Westervelt’s precious information. If 
Westervelt is a devil, it is Miles Coverdale tvho, surrounded 
by a band of masqueraders who parody his dissociation 
from reality, is accused of being “always ready to dance to 
the devils tune {C, III, 211). When Coverdale actually 
attends one of Westervelt’s mesmeric sessions and sees the 
anti-poet Hollingsworth rush onto the stage to rescue Pris¬ 
cilla from her part in a vulgar and fraudulent art form, the 
defeat applies as much to Coverdale as to Westervelt. At 
the end of the book both men are unemployed mesmerists, 
deprived, by a real marriage, of their “subjects” for the 
showmanship of repression. 

The structure of The Blithedale Romance may be appre¬ 
ciated if we picture two opposite lines of development. 
Coverdale, beginning with hopes of establishing human 
intimacy with his Blithedale friends, moves more or less 
steadily in the direction of Westervelt’s alienation, cyni¬ 
cism, and artistic quackery. His real “characters,” mean¬ 
while, begin in pastoral attitudes and utopian fancies but 
become progressively more eligible for the tragic denoue¬ 
ment which in fact occurs. By the time Coverdale, nearly 
maddened by his failure as a'man and by the failure of 
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reality to be adequately romantic, stumbles upon Hollings¬ 
worth, Zenobia, and Priscilla in their real scene of parting, 
he is so abashed by “the intentness of their feelings” that 
he feels “no right to be or breathe there” {C, III, 214).^ 
Just when his literary material has become “all that an 
artist could desire” (C, III, 214), Coverdale repents of art, 
\Vhen Hollingsworth departs with Priscilla, Coverdale is 
free at last to give Zenobia some genuine sympathy; for 
the two of them have been simultaneously deprived of a 
love-object and a romantic dream. It is too late for Cover- 
dale to prevent her suicide, but he can at least answer with 
a clear conscience when she bursts out, “Ah, I perceive 
what you are about! You are turning this whole affair into 
a ballad. Pray let me hear as many stanzas as you happen 
to have ready!” “Oh, hush, Zenobia!” he answers, in his 
nearest approach to human tvarmth; “Heaven knows what 
an ache is in my soul!” (C, HI, 223). 

The chapter that folloAvs Zenobia’s somewhat histrionic 
farewell to Coverdale is generally acknowledged as the 
strongest portion of The Blithedale Romance. Never again, 

4. Coverdale is ''left to my own conjectures’" (C^ III, 2151.) about 
the terms of the falling-out between Hollingsworth and Zenobia, 
and the diligent reader cannot get much farther than Coverdale does 
in divining the omitted truth. It seems that Hollingsworth has accused 
Zenobia of some misdeed, perhaps the betrayal of her own sister 
into Westervelt’s hands. In the scene we witness, however, Zenobia 
makes the same accusation against Hollingsworth, who now professes 
love for Priscilla. We can, however, surmise why Hollingsworth has 
switched his attentions from Zenobia to Priscilla. Their sisterhood 
has been revealed, and at the same time Zenobia has learned that 
she is not to inherit the fortune she supposed—meaning, I gather, 
that Moodie has avenged Priscilla’s ill-treatment by making her his 
heiress. Thus the logical zealot Hollingsworth has simply continued 
his policy of courting the lady who can pay for his philanthropic 
project. It seems to me that Coverdale has some notion of this, for 
he spends a whole paragraph reflecting on Zenobia’s willful incapac¬ 
ity to see the worst side of Hollingsworth’s motives. 
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after this scene of three men grimly probing for Zenobia’s 
corpse in a river pool at midnight, was Hawthorne to write 
so vividly. Here for once Hawthorne-Coverdale has no need 
of irony or apology for ser\'ing up fantasy as if it Avere 
truth; the spectacle is so stark that after twelve years Cover- 
dale can “reproduce it as freshly as if it were still before 
my eyes” (C, III, 235). The counterpointing of Silas Foster’s 
Yankee banalities against the intrinsic horror of the scene 
is Shakespearian in effect. All affectation has been dismissed 
—including the affectation of tragedy. Zenobia, Coverdale 
finds himself reflecting despite himself, must have seen 
many a sentimental picture of ^vronged village maidens 
who had drowned themselves “in lithe and graceful atti¬ 
tudes” {C, III, 236). Had she been able to anticipate the 
hideous rigidity of her corpse, “she would no more have 
committed the dreadful act, than have exhibited herself to 
a public assembly in a badly-fitting garment” (C, III, 236). 
This is the end of romance, not only for Zenobia but for 
Coverdale as well. The frank brutality of the chapter 
amounts to a devastating commentary on all “spiritual” 
attitudinizing—Coverdale’s, Blithedale’s, and, we might 
add, the future attitudinizinsr of The Marble Faiin. 

o 

Certainly the power of this chapter has much to do ivith 
Hawthorne’s memory of a similar episode in his own life. 
To say this, however, is not to explain why the scene con¬ 
summates the whole progress of The Blithedale Romance. 
The image of Zenobia in death has been anticipated— 
literally anticipated by the “nameless presentiment” (C, 
III, 231) which led Coverdale to the river bank, and antic¬ 
ipated in imagery by all the symbolic rigamarole about the 
veiling of truth. WTen blunt Silas Foster states the likeli¬ 
hood that Zenobia has droAvned, it is “as if he Avere remov¬ 
ing the napkin from the face of a corpse” (C, III, 230). 
Surely A\e are meant to recall, at this moment of supreme 
reality, “the face of a corpse” (C, III, 110) which the hero 
of Zenobia’s OAvn tale of a Veiled Lady imagined beneath 
the \eil. That hero risked losing a beautiful Avoman’s love 
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rather than kiss the “virgin lips” [C, III, 113) beneath the 
veil; he imagined the unseen visage to be, not only a 
corpse, but “the grinning cavity of a monster’s mouth” 
{C, III, 113) or “a monstrous visage, with snaky locks, like 
Medusa’s, and one great red eye in the centre of the fore¬ 
head” [C, III, 110).® Zenobia’s body has been the source 
of all curiosity, all squeamishness, and all regressive flight 
up to this point. In probing with a hooked pole into the 
“broad, black, inscrutable depth” of the pool, Hollings¬ 
worth makes “precisely such thrusts ... as if he were stab¬ 
bing at a deady enemy” (C, III, 232!.)—the knife-thrusts 
of Aylmer’s dream. Zenobia at the bottom of the black 
pool is yet another petrified Digby in his overgrown cave. 
If “reality” has the last word in The Blithedale Romance, 
it is not the humdrum reality that Coverdale has found 
both irritating and secretly comforting, but the conjunc¬ 
tion of a factual event with the ^vorst sadistic fantasy. 

So, too, Coverdale’s emotions ^vhen he studies the corpse 
remain consistent with his Oedipal preoccupation. Neither 
he nor Zenobia has hitherto shown a sincere interest in 
religion,® yet her last inflexible pose makes Coverdale 
wonder about the fate of her soul: 

One hope I had; and that, too, was mingled half with 

fear. She knelt, as if in prayer. ^Vith the last, choking 

5. For psychoanalytic interpretations of the Medusa figure with¬ 
out Hawthorne’s untraditional but appropriate extra detail, see 
Freud, Collected Papers, V, 1051., and Sandor Ferenczi, Further 
Contributions to the Theory and Technique of Psycho-Analysis 
(London, i960), p. 360. 

6. See, however, the following early reflection of Coverdale’s, 
which is pertinent both to the present scene and to The Marble 
Faun: “I have always envied the Catholics their faith in that sweet, 
sacred Virgin Mother, who stands between them and the Deity, 
intercepting somewhat of His awful splendor, but permitting His 
love to stream upon the worshipper, more intelligibly to human 
comprehension, through the medium of a woman’s tenderness” (C, 
HI, I2lf.). 
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consciousness, her soul, bubbling out through her lips, it 
may be, had given itself up to the Father, reconciled and 
penitent. But her arms! They were bent before her, as if 
she struggled against Providence in never-ending hostility. 
Her hands! They were clenched in immitigable defiance. 
Away with the hideous thought! The flitting moment, 
after Zenobia sank into the dark pool—when her breath 
was gone, and her soul at her lips—was as long, in its 
capacity of God’s infinite forgiveness, as the lifetime of the 
world. {C, III, 235) 

Zenobia’s imagined defiance of the “Father” makes little 
sense in terms of anything ^ve have been told about her 
religion, but it makes perfect sense if we may assume that 
the thought of reconciliation to a heavenly Father is bound 
up with feelings toward an earthly father or father-surro¬ 
gate. This is the case, we recall, in “The Gentle Boy,” 
“Young Goodman Brown,'’ “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” and 
“Roger Malvin’s Burial.” Hollingsworth, the obvious tar¬ 
get of Zenobia’s spite in committing suicide, is to blame 
for her death, yet Coverdale—as befits the Hawthornian 
protagonist who has never emerged from emotional child¬ 
hood-concerns himself only Avith whether the father has 
now been sufficiently appeased. His “faith,” like Haw¬ 
thorne’s at his mother’s deathbed, is inspired by a hoj)e 
that the heavenly Father may not be as cruel as he patently 
appears.'^ Providence has proved sadistic, the impulse to 

7. “Oh what a mockery,’’ Hawthorne confided to his notebook, 
“if what I saw were all... But God would not have made the close 
so dark and wretched, if there were nothing beyond; for tlien it 
would have been a fiend that created us, and measured out our 
existence, and not God. It would be something beyond wrong—it 
would be insult—to be thrust out of life into annihilation in this 
miserable way. So, out of the very bitterness of death, I gather the 
sweet assurance of a better state of being” {American Notebooks, 
p. 210). Hawthorne’s celebrated faith was never more sincerely cher¬ 
ished, I imagine, than here; yet the passage says in effect that he 
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defiance persists, and therefore he must fearfully hope that 
all will be well. Hollingsworth in the previous chapter has 
been sent a final rebellious message by Zenobia—“Tell him 
he has murdered me! Tell him that I’ll haunt him!” (C, 
III, 226)—and in the following chapter Coverdale will goad 
him in his misery “with a bitter and revengeful emotion” 
(C, III, 243). No wonder, then, that Coverdale finds it so 
hard (and so urgently necessary) to persuade himself that 
Zenobia has made her peace with the Father above. 

The very sincerity of Coverdale’s anguish may explain 
why his scene of truly effective drama is presented as some¬ 
thing beyond the scope of his art. Zenobia’s body is in a 
sense a perfectly mimetic artifact: “She was the marble 
image of a death-agony” (C, III, 235). But neither Cover- 
dale nor Hawthorne can sustain, or indeed tolerate, an art 
of sordid truthfulness; as Coverdale has earlier complained 
about a painting of a drunken man on a bench, “The 
death-in-life tvas too well portrayed” {C, III, 176)- Haw- 
thornian art is necessarily an art of ideality, of flight from 
unacceptable truth. It becomes psychologically penetrat¬ 
ing and aesthetically “right” only to the degree that the 
repressed is allowed to return xuithin the bounds of char~ 
acterization, as in the monomaniacs of the better tales. 
When, in The Marble Foun, characterization stays on the 
level of sentimental convention while the imagery shrieks 
of incest, Hawthorne’s art is effectively finished. What we 
see in Zenobia’s death is the unmanageable hideousness 
that Hawthorne will henceforth try to keep wholly out of 
view. 

With this knowledge in mind we may place some impor¬ 
tance on an otherwise inconspicuous fact: Coverdale at the 
end follows his immediate predecessor Holgrave in re¬ 
nouncing art and gaining a measure of mental peace. The 


must believe in order to stifle his outrage at what he has witnessed. 
He will be a better Christian by his terror of the atheistic thoughts 
he cannot silence. 
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two successive palinodes prepare us for the Hawthorne 
who was to complete only one intricately self-defeating 
romance in the twelve years that were left to him, and 
for the Hawthorne who said of Mosses from an Old Manse 
in 1854, “Upon my honor, I am not quite sure that I 
entirely comprehend my own meaning in some of these 
blasted allegories.... I am a good deal changed since those 
times; and to tell you the truth, my past self is not very 
much to my taste, as I see myself in this book.”* The 
Blithedale Romance is Hawthorne’s cunning farewell to 
that “past self” which was responsible for all his greatest 
fiction. Half understanding and ivholly disapproving of 
the nature of Coverdale’s artistic purposes, Hawthorne 
was able to rise for the last time to the level of sustained 
self-criticism. The aftermath will be sheer evasion. 

8 . Letter to Fields, quoted by Stewart, American Notebooks, 

p. 332n. 
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Subterranean Reminiscences 

“ ‘My secret is not a pearl,’ said she; ‘yet a man might drown 
himself in plunging after it.’ ” 

—Miriam to Kenyon in The Marble Faun. 


Hawthorne’s moral interpreters have been very sure of 
what his last complete romance, The Marble Faun (i860), 
is really about. The theme is man’s lapse from primal 
innocence and his possible regeneration. “Did Adam fall,” 
asks the sculptor Kenyon, “that we might ultimately rise 
to a far loftier paradise than his?” (VI, 519). It is scarcely 
noticed that Kenyon shrinks from the implications of 
his question and decides to drop the ivhole matter; the 
theologically oriented critic can give an answer without 
Kenyon’s help. The “crucial problem” of felix culpa is 
resolved (but in divergent rvays) by reference to a mixture 
of genuine evidence and “the background of Christian 
thinking on the subject” or “the central meaning of Chris¬ 
tianity.” ^ Though the critics when taken together leave 
us bewildered, they do concur in feeling indulgent toward 
the book’s artistic defects. “For on the thematic level it is, 
for the most part, such good Hawthorne.” “For The 
Marble Faun is concerned tvith the ^vay in which nature 
and spirit, innocence and evil, time and eternity may be 
conquered and reconciled in a moment of incarnation.” - 

Such an emphasis misrepresents Hawthorne, not only 

1. The quotations are from Fogle, Flawthorne’s Fiction, p. 190; 
Wagenknecht, Hawthorne, p. 194; and Waggoner (1955 ed.), p. 220. 

2. Waggoner (1963 ed.), p. 225; Male, Hawthorne’s Tragic Vision, 
p. 163. 
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because it credits him witli more conviction than he has, 
but because it treats only a tiny fraction of his book. In¬ 
stead of saying that he has affirmed or refuted a certain 
religious doctrine, it would be more appropriate to say 
that he found it hard to sustain his interest in such niceties. 
The theological speculations that his characters timidly 
raise and abandon are placed amid authorial comments 
that approach nihilism. The rude fact of death keeps re¬ 
appearing to erase distinctions between good and evil, 
truth and falsehood; and all life is seen in a backtvard 
glance from the brink of nothingness. “For it is thus, that 
with only an inconsiderable change, the gladdest objects 
and existences become tbe saddest; hope fading into dis¬ 
appointment; joy darkening into grief, and festal splendor 
into funereal duskiness; and all evolving, as their moral, 
a grim identity between gay things and sorrowful ones. 
Only give them a little time, and they turn out to be just 
alike!’’ (VI, 261) It would seem that in the years since his 
departure from America in 1852 Hawthorne had visited, 
not only the depressing slums of Liverpool and Rome, but 
E. M. Forster’s Marabar Caves as ^vell. 

Weariness and despair are the real keynotes of The 
Marble Faim, beginning tvith Hawthorne’s confession in 
his Preface that he no longer believes in the Gentle 
Reader’s existence and continuing until the pathetic apol¬ 
ogies and evasions in the subsequently appended Conclu¬ 
sion. His dark mood is reflected in countless little remarks 
about the “demon of weariness” (VI, 383) that haunts 
gallery-goers, the loneliness and heartsickness of expatri¬ 
ates, and the remorse of old age, “when the accumulated 
sins are many and the remaining temptations few” (VI, 
183). The absurdity of much of his plot—the hcaping-up 
of useful coincidences and the cheap mystification that is 
never justified or explained—appears as a further confes¬ 
sion of despair, oblique but unmistakable. “When we find 
ourselves fading into shadows and unrealities, it seems 
hardly ^vorth while to be sad; but rather to laugh as gayly 
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as we may, and ask little reason wherefore” (VI, 21). The 
fictional equivalent of forced gaiety is a book which no 
longer tries to capture human character with honest full¬ 
ness, as in The Scarlet Letter, but slides off into patent 
allegory on one side and chatty circumstantiality on the 
other. 

'W'^e must also question whether The Marble Faun is 
“such good Hawthorne” on the thematic level. It is true 
that all his former concerns are present, but they are 
handled with timid ambiguity. This is most obviously true 
of the felix culpa theme, but it applies to every other as 
well. Depending on the passages he cares to stress, the 
reader can see The Marble Faun as a Rousseauistic tract 
about man’s decline from a golden age or an Emersonian 
tract about man’s ascent to the ideal; as an attack on 
Roman Catholicism or a prelude to conversion; as a work 
of homage to Western history or a declaration of independ¬ 
ence from it; as a hymn to America or a satire on its moral 
fastidiousness; as an allegory of artistic truth or yet an¬ 
other indictment of the creative imagination; as a tribute 
to feminine purity or a muted plea against sexual hypoc¬ 
risy. Each irresolute theme is eventually submerged in 
gloomy ambivalence. 

As we might almost be able to predict, the chief focus 
of this ambivalence is a choice between an overblown, 
oversexed, aggressive woman and a fragile, childlike, im¬ 
pregnable and impenetrable maiden. In Hawthorne’s con¬ 
scious view all merit belongs to the virgin Hilda. There 
is a general assumption in the romance, shared even by 
the characters who supposedly represent “experience,” that 
femininity and absolute purity of imagination are synony¬ 
mous—in other words, that Hilda must prevail over 
Miriam. As an embodiment of Mr. Podsnap’s idea of 
chastity Hilda could easily be a comic figure. Her char¬ 
acteristic response to reality is the following: “ ‘It per¬ 
plexes me,’ said Hilda, thoughtfully, and shrinking a little; 
‘neither do I quite like to think about it’ ” (VI, 27). And 
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yet her “elastic faculty of throwing off such recollections 
as Av’ould be too painful for endurance” (VI, 435) is pre¬ 
cisely what Hawthorne feels increasingly necessary for 
himself. In creating Hilda and insisting, against his plain 
misgivings, that her vaccination against bodily thoughts 
is a moral virtue, he has provided himself with a (very 
inadequate) refuge from those same thoughts. 

It is true, of course, that Hilda is to some extent an 
allegorical character, standing for Purity or the Ideal or 
Heaven or the American Girl or the Muse of Art or the 
Virgin Mary; all these identities can be justified through 
explication of the symbolic props that attend her. Insofar 
as she is allegorical, it is idle to criticize Hawthorne for 
having made her one-dimensional. Yet beyond all her alle¬ 
gorical roles Hilda is a human character within the ro¬ 
mance’s human plot, and Hawthorne is asking us to believe 
that her behavior toward her friends is above criticism. 
To do this he must, in effect, convince himself that mis¬ 
fortune and entrapment in the world’s evil deserve no 
sympathy, for this is Hilda’s own position. Her friend 
Miriam has been gratuitously tormented beyond endur¬ 
ance and has involved herself in a crime—the murder of 
the “model” or “monk” who has pursued her—through a 
moment of acquiescence in the deed. Miriam is consider¬ 
ably more sinned against than sinning, and in her remorse 
and anguish she needs Hilda’s pity. \Vhen Hilda turns her 
back on Miriam, Hawthorne does his best to condone her 
—and so do all the other characters. Even Hilda’s relenting, 
long after it might have been useful, is taken not as evi¬ 
dence that she was formerly ^vrong but as a proof of vir¬ 
tually divine magnanimity.^ 

3. \Vhen Hilda herself entertains the thought that she has been 
cruel to Miriam, Hawthorne half-heartedly opposes the idea. Hilda 
contemplates “the delinquencies of which she fancied (we say 
‘fancied,’ because we do not unhesitatingly adopt Hilda’s present 
view, but rather suppose her misled by her feelings)—of which she 
fancied herself guilty towards her-friend ...’’ (VI, 439). 
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It should go without saying, by noiv, that when Haiv- 
thorne (or indeed, any ivriter) takes extraordinary pains to 
emphasize the asexuality of a girl, he is preoccupied ivith 
the general sexuality of women. In Hilda’s case, as is appro¬ 
priate to the most insistent exaggeration of purity in all 
his fiction, sexual symbolism and sexual innuendo folloiv 
the heroine ^vherever she goes. I do not mean that her 
lofty to^ver, like the Man of Adamant’s cave, represents 
what she cannot face; that may be true, but Hawthorne 
does not employ his characteristic doubles entendres in 
describing the to^ver. He does, however, create an intri¬ 
cately detailed analogy betiveen sexuality and crime, so 
that the murder ivhich Hilda ivitnesses becomes a kind of 
vicarious sexual initiation. Though she is pure, Hilda is 
susceptible to what she repeatedly calls “stain”; she does 
not wear “garments that never could be spotted” (VI, 243). 
God, she says, ivants her to return the robe He gave her 
“as white as ^vhen [I] put it on” (VI, 243). The ambiguous 
stain is significantly associated with the stain of Beatrice 
Cenci, ^vho happened to have been raped by her father 
before she had him murdered; and ^vhile this lurid fact is 
never mentioned directly, Haivthorne’s readers certainly 
knew it. When Hilda, contemplating Guido Reni’s por¬ 
trait of Beatrice, asks, “Am I, too, stained with guilt?” 
(VI, 239), the double reference is maintained; and inter¬ 
estingly enough, the portrait does resemble Hilda’s oivn 
face. Later, a young Italian artist paints Hilda as “gazing 
with sad and earnest horror at a blood-spot which she 
seemed just then to have discovered on her white robe” 
(VI, 377). The picture, ivhich connoisseurs take to be 
inspired by Guido’s Beatrice, is called by others, “Inno¬ 
cence, dying of a blood-stain!” (VI, 378). 

Such language does not, of course, suggest that Hilda 
really is “guilty” of having been deflowered, any more than 
it proves her a criminal. At most it reveals a sexual fascina¬ 
tion on Ha^vthorne's own part Avhen he ponders the “dark 
pitfall” (VI, 469) and “fathomless abyss” (VI, 520) separat- 
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ing Hilda from Miriam. On the whole it is futile to try 
to match Hilda’s rendered character against the prurient 
imagery that surrounds it; the latter serves almost as a 
Merctitio voice to sneer at the unreal perfection of the 
former. 

This, I fear, is a comment that holds for characteriza¬ 
tion in The Marble Faun generally. Any attempt to dis¬ 
cuss Hawthorne’s people in literal terms, or even according 
to their apparent allegorical values, must falsify the prevail¬ 
ing air of self-contradiction. The virgin Hilda resembles 
Beatrice Cenci and therefore is associated with the Bea¬ 
trice-like Miriam, her supposed opposite; Miriam occa¬ 
sionally acts with Hilda-like altruism, and can find “none 
but pure motives’’ (VI, 327) in her heart; Donatello is 
simultaneously as voluptuous as Miriam and as easily 
shocked as Hilda; and the sculptor Kenyon—at once a 
prude and a freethinker—mediates among his three friends 
with an ease that proves their estrangement to be only 
provisional, however “abysmal’’ it may appear. The only 
clear point is that some private discomfort has made all 
Hawthorne’s portraits insincere. 

In order to arrive at the significance of this peculiarity 
we must folloAV the direction of Hawthorne’s images. His 
Rome is an incessant reminder of the unconscious pit 
beneath his characters’ surface banalities. We are asked to 
think of ruined pagan temples under the “evanescent and 
visionary’’ (VI, 21) Christian world; catacombs which sug¬ 
gest “the possibility of going astray into this labyrinth of 
darkness’’ (VI, 41) or the re-emergence of some “fiendish 
malignity’’ (VI, 49) of ancient days; chasms which are 
among “the orifices of that pit of blackness that lies be¬ 
neath us, everywhere’’ (VI, 191); and dungeons, into one 
of which Donatello will be committed at his own request 
after failing to carry his burden of guilt unacknowledged 
in the upper world. And these heavily symbolic locales of 
action are scarcely distinguishable from other, sheerly 
figurative, representations of the human mind. The model’s 
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past relation to Miriam emerges from ''subterranean rem¬ 
iniscences” (VI, 35); Donatello learns how to master his 
emotions and thrust them once again ‘‘down into the 
prison-cells ivhere he usually kept them confined” (VI, 
289); Hilda’s glimpse of evil has ‘‘allowed a throng of 
torturing recollections to escape from their dungeons into 
the pure air and white radiance of her soul” (VI, 438); 
she has been helplessly ‘‘straying farther into the intricate 
passages of our nature” (VI, 377); and Donatello ‘‘had 
already had glimpses of strange and subtle matters in those 
dark caverns, into which all men must descend, if they 
would know anything beneath the surface and illusive 
pleasures of existence” (VI, 302). Is it fortuitous that all 
these figures for the terrible unknown are hidden cavities, 
and that female sexuality is the taboo of the surface Haw- 
thornian ivorld? In a backhanded ivay Hawthorne enjoins 
us not to be satisfied with his own and his characters’ dis¬ 
infectant ideals, but rather to mark their emergence from 
and protection against an all-consuming sexual obsession. 

In one sense we can agree with those critics who have 
found The Marble Faun to be a book about man’s fall, 
about initiation into evil and the consequences of that 
initiation. If we formulate that theme in strictly literal 
terms, however, we must confine the central plot to 
Miriam and Donatello. It is more comprehensive to say 
that the book deals with initiation into a setise of evil, 
whether real or only vicarious, and that this sense is ulti¬ 
mately a euphemism for knowledge of sexuality. For The 
Marble Fawn—like The Blithedale Romance but without 
its irony toward an obsessed protagonist—dwells on the 
very existence of sexual passion as if this were the most 
hideous of the world’s evils. All Hawthorne’s major char¬ 
acters, even the latest counterpart of Zenobia, share the 
author’s distaste for the idea which somehow insinuates 
itself into all their doings. The single committed crime 
which has to bear the weight of four characters’ brooding 
about guilt is powerfully sexual in itself, not only in its 
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traumatizing effect on its virgin witness, Hilda, but in its 
essential circumstances and emotional atmosphere. The 
victim is in some way perceived as a sexual rival, and in 
killing him Donatello does make a tie of erotic guilt be¬ 
tween Miriam and himself. The murder is an act of mutual 
consent, of guilty impulse which should not have been 
gratified, of “passion,” and it produces both “horror” and 
“ecstasy” (VI, 203) in the woman Avho has consented. Like 
Milton’s Adam and Eve after a similarly ambiguous mis¬ 
deed, the offending couple at first feel an intimacy “closer 
than a marriage-bond” (VI, 205): 

She turned to him,—the guilty, blood-stained, lonely 
woman,—she turned to her fellow-criminal, the youth, so 
lately innocent, whom she had drawn into her doom. She 
pressed him close, close to her bosom, with a clinging em¬ 
brace that brought their two hearts together, till the hor¬ 
ror and agony of each was combined into one emotion, 
and that a kind of rapture. (VI, 204f.) 

^Vhen second thoughts begin to urge the folly of the 
act, Miriam and Donatello still have the consolation of 
knowing “how close, and ever closer, did the breadth of 
the immeasurable ^vaste, that lay between them and all 
brotherhood or sisterhood, now press them one within the 
other!” (VI, 206). And finally this suggestive coupling is 
seen wfith disgust: Donatello begins to envision “the ever- 
increasing loathsomeness of a union that consists in guilt. 
Cemented ^vith blood, which would corrupt and grow 
more noisome forever and forever, but bind them none 
the less strictly for that” (VI, 207). When Miriam argues, 
“Surely, it is no crime that we have committed” (VI, 206), 
she has assumed Hester Prynne’s role before Arthur 
Dimmesdale. The chief point of difference is that Ha^v- 
thorne’s sum of frankness has now dwindled to the point 
where even the Hester-figure, though surrounded with 
hints of a long sexual history', remains technically chaste 
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and shares in the general hypersensitivity and reticence."* 

The sexual connotations of the murder scene alone 
might not be strong enough to support the reading we 
have given, but they are the culmination of multiple 
innuendoes about Miriam’s symbolic nature. Without ever 
saying directly that she is sexually stained, Hawthorne has 
labored ingeniously to ensure that we get that impression. 
He uses the fact that “nobody knew anything about 
Miriam, either for good or evil” (VI, 35) to speculate 
whether her “freedom of intercourse” might mean that 
one could easily “develop a casual acquaintance into inti¬ 
macy” (VI, 36) with her. If, as Ha^vthorne goes on to sug¬ 
gest, this supposition is false, it is not because of Miriam’s 
chastity but because “by some subtile quality, she kept 
people at a distance” (VI, 36). That is to say, people recog¬ 
nize something fearful in her—the “abyss” from whose 
brink they timidly withdraw. The lack of rapport between 
Miriam and the others is thus a factor of their inexperi¬ 
ence, not her coldness; and throughout the romance she is 
the victim of Hawthorne’s paradox that intense passion 
places one beyond the community of respectable lovers. 
Like Hester and Zenobia, Miriam is not an outcast and 
oversexed but an outcast because she is oversexed. And like 
them, she is driven by her enforced isolation into occa¬ 
sional questionings of man-made law (see, e.g., VI, 246). 

The mystery over her family background and personal 
troubles is well calculated to reinforce Miriam’s aura of 
sexuality. Hawthorne manages to draw upon racial fears 
which in our own time have led to genocide: Miriam is 
not only part English and part Italian, but part Jewish 
as well, and it is rumored that she also has “one burning 

4. At a much later stage Miriam and Donatello are constant com¬ 
panions, but even then Hawthorne avoids the question of whether 
they are sexual partners. Miriam’s motive for seeking a union with 
Donatello is alleged to be merely a wish “to instruct, to elevate, to 
enrich his mind“; she wants to “guide him to a higher innocence 
than that from which he fell'’ (VI, 326). 
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drop of African blood in her veins” {VI, 38). The equation 
of obscure, esoteric origins ^vitli promiscuity is already 
familiar to us from the metaphorically “Oriental” char¬ 
acter of Hester and Zenobia, and Miriam too, in addition 
to her literal ancestry, has “a certain rich Oriental char¬ 
acter in her face” (VI, 38). As for her Jewishness, Haw¬ 
thorne reveals what he thinks of that when he describes 
Hilda’s trip through the Jewish ghetto-“the foulest and 
ugliest part of Rome ... where thousands of Jews are 
crowded within a narrow compass, and lead a close, un¬ 
clean, and multitudinous life, resembling that of maggots 
when they over-populate a decaying cheese” (VI, 441). 
Such prose, which reminds us more of Mein Kampf than 
of the theological works that are usually adduced to ex¬ 
plain Hawthorne’s ideas, vividly demonstrates that Jewish¬ 
ness, earthliness, filth, and sexuality are symbolically inter¬ 
changeable in his imagination. Miriam’s fate in the plot 
of the romance is to be the scapegoat for a sexual nausea 
that Hawthorne, along with his other characters, prefers 
to vent upon the foreign temptress and her sensual race.® 

The chief character for whom Miriam’s sexuality is 
oppressive is Kenyon, who occupies approximately the 
same place in this romance that Holgrave and Coverdale 
did in previous ones. That is to say, he is the artist-figure 
who is closest to Hawthorne himself, and who escapes from 
dangerous fantasies and radical opinions by giving himself 
over to a Sophia-figure: Hilda is the new Phoebe or Pris¬ 
cilla. Kenyon’s rebellious leanings are, of course, consider¬ 
ably milder than his predecessors’, as is appropriate to the 
generally greater repression in The Marble Faun. He is so 
prudish that “he almost reproached himself when some¬ 
times his imagination pictured in detail the sweet years 

5. Like Jier self-portrait, Miriam “seemed to get into your con¬ 
sciousness and memory, and could never afterwards be shut out, 
but haunted your dreams, for pleasure or for pain; holding your 
inner realm as a conquered territory, though without deigning to 
make herself at home there” (VI, 65). 
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that [he and Hilda] might spend together” (VI, 318). But 
the fact that he does have such an imagination, capable of 
picturing marriage “in detail,” leaves him subject to in¬ 
timidation by the idea of Miriam and consequently very 
much in need of antiseptic Hilda. He must respond to 
Miriam’s proffered confidences with “a certain reserve and 
alarm” (VI, 155), and later must declare that Hilda was 
right to spurn her. “The white shining purity of Hilda’s 
nature,” he explains to Miriam tvith pitiless pomposity, 
“is a thing apart; and she is bound, by the undefiled mate¬ 
rial of which God moulded her, to keep that severity which 
I, as well as you, have recognized” (VI, 331). 

In any previous work a figure like Kenyon would be 
subject to the incisive irony which Hawthorne reserves for 
the characters who most closely resemble himself. There is, 
indeed, more than a hint of satire behind Kenyon’s ex¬ 
travagant and unsubstantiated fear of “that mass of un¬ 
speakable corruption, the Roman Church” (VI, 416; see 
also VI, 467), and toward the end of the book his uncon¬ 
scious misogyny gets mocked by the “gay persecutors” (V'l, 
503) of the Roman Carnival.® Yet Hawthorne is too in¬ 
volved in Kenyon’s uneasiness to sustain an ironic distance 
from it; the Carnival must be set aside as “a feverish 
dream” (VI, 505) from which one awakens to Hilda and 
the fireside. For Hawthorne fully shares the spirit that 
has gone into Kenyon’s sculptural masterpiece, a Cleopatra 
who is sensed to be 

the fossil woman of an age that produced statelier, 
stronger, and more passionate creatures than our own. 
You already felt her compressed heat, and were aware of 
a tiger-like character even in her repose. If Octavius 
should make his appearance, though the marble still held 

6. See VI, 503!., where Kenyon is subjected to a remarkable series 
of symbolic torments, including the unwelcome erotic attentions of 
a seven-foot "Titaness” who subsequently covers him with lime-dust 
from a toy pistol. 
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her witliin its embrace, it was evident that she would tear 
Iterself forth in a twinkling, either to spring enraged at 
his throat, or, sinking into his arms, to make one more 
proof of her rich blandishments, or, falling lowly at his 
feet, to try the ellicacy of a woman’s tears. (VI, .jgo) 

1 his statue speaks, iimtely hut emphatically, of every¬ 
thing that Octavius-Kcnyon-Ha^vthor^c is secretly attracted 
to and wary of. Female tenderness and female ao<jrcssion 
are utterly intertwined—passion is tigcr-like—anti conse¬ 
quently one mtist have recourse to passionless Hilda in 
order to calm one’s terror. 

The other important male cliaracter, Donatello, has a 
closer yet more shifting relation to Miriam than Kenyon 
docs. Loving her in a doggy way at first, then shrinking 
from her tvitli “shuddering repugnance’’ (VI, 324) after 
the murder, and finally joining her in a brief fellowship 
of guilt, he exemplifies the whole range of attitudes that 
might he appropriate to her sexual meaning—from igno¬ 
rant devotion throtigli the terror of discovery to a mature 
reconciliation with reality, liencath the obvious metamor¬ 
phosis of “the .sylvan h'ann’’ into “the man of feeling and 
intelligence” (VI, 367) lies an implied mastery of the 
“fear” and “di.sgti.st” (VI, Oi) which first a.s.sault him, sig¬ 
nificantly, not at the time of the murder hut when he sees 
Miriam’s self-revealing sketches dej)icting the beheading 
of men by vengeful females. In terms of the symbolism 
we have been following, Donatello may be said to survive 
the crisis of adolc.scence that Kenyon, with 1 lawthornc’s 
encouragement, refuses to undergo. 

Needless to say, however, this development on Dona¬ 
tello’s part takes place only in symbolism, and is further 
comj)romised by the uncertainty of Hawthorne’s attitude 
toward him. Is natural impulse inherently corrupt or not? 
Hawthorne cannot decide, and so he tca.ses tis desperately 
with innuendoes about Donatello’s ears, his supposed tail, 
his gro.ss ancestors, his resemblance to a voluptuous statue 
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—and yet insists tliat his innocence prior to the murder is 
total. The net result is a smutty equivocation. 

It may no\v be appreciated that our critical task is not 
to find moral or religious consistency in The Marble Faun, 
but to grasp the connection between its pervasive anxiety 
and its overt story and themes. If Hawthorne’s religious 
musings are at once inconclusive and pathetically sincere, 
it must be because he has tacitly supplied a real basis for 
his characters’ seemingly exaggerated guilt-feelings, and 
one which no expiation will suffice to remove. It is clearly 
not enough to say that those characters have been made 
uneasy about sexuality; mere uneasiness docs not call uj) 
Hawthorne’s grim vision of “the crown of thorns, the 
hammer and nails, the pincers, the spear, the sponge” (VI, 
341). There is in The Marble Faun a remarkable savagery 
of self-punishment and, accompanying it, a perverse and 
persistent sense of renewed criminality.^ Our expectation, 
drawn from comparable instances elsewhere in Haw¬ 
thorne’s career, is that the nature of this criminality will 
be indicated both by a symbolic configuration of the main 
group of characters and by the nature of the central action 
they perform. 

7. Note, for example, the case of the model, whose “acts of deprav¬ 
ity” are followed by “severe and self-inflicted penance” and then 
“fresh Impulses to crime” (VI, 488!.). Donatello contemplates becom¬ 
ing a monk because it is “a horrible idea” (VI, 308), and Miriam 
is exhorted to “a severe and painful life” (VI, 370), not just a holy 
one. Kenyon, who is not to be numbered among Hawthorne’s more 
fiendish characters, likes to think of Roman ghosts "striving to repent 
of the savage pleasures which they once enjoyed, but still longing to 
enjoy tbem over again” (VI, 185); and he later entertains the Poe- 
like notion of wedded bliss within the sepulchre of Pope Gregory 
(see VI, 420). Such is the unwholesome atmosphere of Hawthorne’s 
book about Christian e.xpiatioii. When Christ’s words bear repeating 
in The Marble Faun they are not the counsel of faith but “the 
saddest utterance man ever made, ‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’ ” 
(VI, 387). 
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Let US first note that in a certain sense Hawthorne’s four 
main characters share the same predicament. Hilda and 
Donatello are repeatedly described as children, and the 
four together make a troupe of siblings: Miriam sees Hilda 
as a “younger sister” (VI, 242), Kenyon offers Miriam 
“brotherly counsel” (VI, 138), and so on. All four, further¬ 
more, are isolated from parents. Hilda is an orphan with 
no near relatives; Kenyon has no discernible family ties; 
Donatello is the only surviving member of the Monte Beni 
line; and Miriam, having “lost her English mother” (VI, 
486) at an early age, seems to have been victimized by the 
dictates of a father who is conspicuously omitted from 
direct mention. 

By now every reader will know what to expect when he 
comes across a Hawthornian orphan—to say nothing of a 
quartet of them. The absence of literal parents will entail, 
not a sense of playful freedom, but a dual obsession, a 
feeling of vague parental tyranny and a longing for an 
ideal parent-figure to restore security and forgive offenses. 
The removal of the literal parent makes way for the 
dichotomized fantasy-parents, the creatures of disjoined 
accusation and remorse. 

In The Marble Faiin there is an excellent candidate for 
the role of ogie-father in the bearded, ageless specter who 
emerges simultaneously from Miriam’s past and from her 
hidden thoughts (see VI, 46). His reappearance to remind 
her that “our fates cross and are entangled” (VI, 117) may 
be correlated with the mystery of silence about her family 
in general and her father in particular. Indeed, at two 
moments Hawthorne unaccountably refers to him as 
“Father” when the context calls for “Brother” (see VI, 
218, 228). His bizarre double role as satyr-like villain and 
penitent monk is appropriate to the child’s idea of sexual 
excess and remorse in the offending parent. None of these 
facts, of course, proves that the model is Miriam’s father; 
the point is that Hawthorne, having symbolically regarded 
his other characters as siblings, appears to have endowed 
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the model with traits that would justify filial resentment. 

The model’s haunting effect, as we might anticipate 
after such relationships as those bet^veen Major Molineux 
and Robin, Jaffrey Pyncheon and Holgrav^e, applies not 
only to Miriam (who may be his daughter) but also to a 
male character who is distinctly not his literal son: Dona¬ 
tello. The “instinctive, unreasoning’’ (VI, 52) antipathy 
that Donatello feels for the model ^vhen the latter first 
interferes with his childlike frolicking ^vith Miriam may 
be regarded as Oedipal if w e take HaAsThorne’s family sym¬ 
bolism seriously. And there is every encouragement to do 
so. For the principal deed of The Marble Faxin is the joint 
murder of this same villain by Miriam and Donatello—a 
murder tvhich separates them from “all brotherhood and 
sisterhood’’ (VI, 206), clearing the way for a later ambig¬ 
uous union but at the same time demanding an eventual 
repentance. Surely it is no coincidence that this obscure 
figure from Miriam’s earlier days is thought to be the one 
obstacle between Donatello and Miriam’s love, and that 
the very act of his murder is rendered in the sexual imagery 
we have examined. The consummation Avhich appears to 
be made possible by the model’s death, but which cannot 
be forthrightly mentioned, is an act of incest in Haw¬ 
thorne’s mind if not in the minds of his characters. 

Thus Ave gather that Hawthorne has taken the Cenci 
case, which figures so prominently in the allusive sym¬ 
bolism of The Marble Faun, and in his scarcely perceptible 
way has given it a twist that his predecessor Shelley would 
have appreciated. In both versions the paternal figure is 
evidently guilty of sexual misconduct toward the daughter- 
figure; the bond between the model and Miriam “must 
have been forged in some such unhalloA^'ed furnace as is 
only kindled by evil passions and fed by evil deeds” (VI, 
115), and Miriam confesses that “with one word he could 
have blasted me in the belief of all the world” (VI, 489). 
In both cases, too, the “Beatrice” is joined in the murder 
by a “brother” who is equally anxious that the “father” 
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die. The novelty comes in Hawthorne’s implication of a 
sexual advantage in this death; the removal of an incestu¬ 
ous tyrant only provides the circumstances for still further 
hints of ^vicked love.® 

Let me repeat, lest I be misunderstood, that these are 
conclusions not about Hawthorne’s cliaracters but about 
their meaning within a pattern of authorial obsession. 
Like The House of the Seven Gables and The Blithedale 
Romance, The Marble Faun does not treat a literal in¬ 
stance of incest, or even of incest-temptation; it exploits 
a rather slender story for its \'ague and bizarre incestuous 
overtones. As in the former romances, Hawthorne’s char¬ 
acters are neither consciously a^\’are of this fantasy-mean¬ 
ing nor free from its distorting effects; they display an 
outlandish prudery and guilt ^vhose source in incest-fear 
can only be located in Hawthorne himself. And so, too, 
they must make amends proportionate to the imagined 
misdeed. The greater part of The Marble Faun may be 
said to explore v^arious avenues of possible escape, not 
from the guilt that has been objectiv'ely incurred in the 
plot, but from the incestuous theme behind that plot. Even 
where, as in Donatello’s case, there are adequate literal 
reasons for oppressive guilt, the precise form taken by 
that guilt is dictated by Hawthorne’s concern with incest. 

Thus, in turning our attention to the much-applauded 
Christianity of this romance, we must observe how the 
issue of repentance is informed and twisted by an intim¬ 
idated filial imagination. As befits his crime against a 
father-surrogate, Donatello lives in constant terror of the 
avenger above, who “glows \vith Divine wrath’’ (VI, 351) 

8 . tVe must also recognize in the “happy ending” of The Marble 
Fatiti a subtle perpetuation of the morbid idea it was evidently meant 
to allay. Kenyon and Hilda, who are enabled to marry after the sym¬ 
bolic patricide has been expiated, are even more sibling-like than 
Miriam and Donatello. In the same tvay, the marriages that con¬ 
clude The House of the Seven Gables and The Blithedale Romance 
are vaguely tainted by the syinbolit family relationships among the 
participants. 
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in his fantasy. This terror, coupled with resentment over 
the spiritual bondage it creates, peivades the romance 
after the murder-scene. God is “the dread eye-witness” 
(VI, 327) ^vho may demand the “sacrificing [of] every 
earthly hope as a peace-offering towards Heaven” (VI, 308). 
Swift and horrible vengeance against those who try to over¬ 
throw authority is a general preoccupation of the book, 
from Miriam’s initial disquiet, to the haunting effect of 
the slain Francesco Cenci and the model, to reflections 
about the Avay the Roman state dealt Avith miscreants on 
the Tarpeian Rock: “Just in the moment of their triumph, 
a hand, as of an avenging giant, clutched them, and dashed 
the wretches down this precipice” (VI, 201). 

Balanced against such oppression is a pathetic homage 
to the idea of the benevolent parent, who is as much a 
product of psychological need as the avenger is. All four 
of the major characters long for a restoration of childish 
dependence on the all-wise, all-solicitous provider. Sig¬ 
nificantly, the figure of the mother enters prominently 
here; as always among Hawthorne’s symbolic couples, the 
mother is the less guilty and more easily idealized partner. 
And as A\'e AV'ould expect, the handling of what Hilda calls 
“the idea of divine Womanhood” (VI, 71) embraces every 
level, from childhood reminiscence of an actual mother to 
an intense Acorship of the Virgin Mary to a kind of secular 
incarnation of the Virgin in Hilda herself. “Oh, my 
mother!—my mother!” laments Hilda; “Were she yet liv¬ 
ing, I Avould travel over land and sea to tell her this dark 
secret, as I told all the little troubles of my infancy” (VI, 
245). When she prays before an image of the Virgin, “It 
Avas not a Catholic kneeling at an idolatrous shrine, but 
a child lifting its tear-stained face to seek comfort from a 
mother” (VI, 379). “Ah,” she thinks a little later, “Avhy 
should not there be a Avoman to listen to the prayers of 
Avornen? a mother in lieaA^en for all motherless girls like 
me?” (VI, 396)—a religious idea, incidentally, that occurred 
to Mary Baker Eddy as Avell as Hilda. And Avhen she is 
finally draAvn into St. Peter’s for confession, Hilda “felt 
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I )oii;i lel lo, wlio pi :iy.s :il evei y i o.idside sin iiie ’‘l)e< Iinstr 1 lie 
mild liKC ol die M:id()nii;i pioiiiis(*d liiiii lo iiilereede :is 
:i lender iiiolliei Ix'lwixi die poor eiilpiil nnd die iiwfiil* 
ness ol jndj>iii<’ni " (VI. ;',/p.'). I lere, pei li.ip.s, we j;el closes! 
lo die (liiel lole of die iiioilier li^iire in I l,’iwilioi lie’s 
ini:i^in:ilion. dc’lweeii die ^niliy son :ind die iinpl:i( iihly 
ollended (iillid’ .sleps die one p.iiiy who conihines power 
;ind love, iiisi^lii :nid iiieiiy, ;ind who dins holds onl die 
one slim possihilily of rorj^iveiiess. 

I here is .'ilso, however, :i siion|^ iippe.il lo (he benev- 
oleni hillier im:l^e in 77/e Ahtihlr /■'//////—:ni iiniij^e coii- 
jiiied lip by l(*;n' of ils opposile r.'iiher di:ni by biith. '^I'he 
scnlploi of die (kipiloliiie Miikiis Anrelins, Kenyon re- 
iieiiks, "knew... iIh* lie:nl of ni.iiikiiid, :ind how il rr:ives 
:i line niler, under wliiilever liile, :is :i (Inld its hidier” 
(VI, I<)(>). Miri.'im, who h;is ^ood reason lo donbl (li.iL 
k'llheis :iie line riders, cries onl in reply; “Oh, if (here 
weie bill one; suc h iii.'iii :is iliisl . . . One Mich in:in in :in 
:ij;e, ;nid one in .'ill die world; dien how speedily would 
die sirife, wic kediie.ss, ;ind sorrow of ns poor cre.'ilnies be 
lelieved. VVe would c cmie lo him widi oiir j>riel.s, wliiiiever 
lliey niij;hl he,—even ;i poor, fr.iil woni;ni burdened with 
her he;ivy he:iri,—:ind l;iy (hem ;ii his feei, :nid never need 
lo i;ike diem up :i(.>;iin. 'I'he li^hlfiil kiiij; would .see lo 
;iir’ (VI, i()(if.). 

There .ire iwo .scenes in 'I'hr Mtirhh; luiiiii in which dur 
“j>ood“ fill her, .sinmnoned by :in ovei powei iiig desire for 
him, imikes his inllnence fell. The more iirrestinj; of (he 
IWO is die nieeiin^ of Mirimii ;ind Domilello, wilh Kenyon 
.1 vei y involved iliird p.'n iy, bene.ilh die '’pjlern.il iispeet” 
(\M, of Pope Jnlins's si.'ilne in (he iii.iin scpiiire of 

Pein^i;i. Don.iiello's :iiriv;il :ii ihis reiide/vons occurs only 
.iflei inininiei.'ihle pr;iyei.s lo die \'ir;;in for iniercessioii, 
.ind Miri;nn, loo, h.'is mideij^one ;i period of .self-abiiej;:i- 
lion and peniieiice, llawdiorne de\'o(es nearly two full 
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( hapU'vs lo anaiij^iii*^ lor llu' uioiik ik oI “Ix'iU’dic ( ion” 
(\'l, •{(io, •((i'J, ;^7i) liy ilu' "kindly yci anilioi iiaiivo” (\'l, 
'{()o) ol ”|»airiai< lial inajosiy” (\'l, ;;('»<)). I lu' dcsolait' 

licarl, lu' says, "rccoj^ni/cs in dial imaf^o tin' likeness ol a 
lailier” (\'l. ‘'"‘I Miriam looks np (o i( "as il slie 

had (Oine hillier lor his panlon and paternal aireelion” 
(\'l, idif))- I'roin (he nioineni the hlessinp, is Tell to descend, 
Miriam .and Don.itello helno'c with (he scai'nity ol ex- 
prodigals who lia\’{' Idiind a inodii.s x>\vrii(li with the henev- 
oU'iit despotism they no longer ( hallenge or <pu's(ion, 

'I'lu' only major eharaeter excluded liom (his benedic¬ 
tion is Hilda, hnt she is paternally blessed in Saint Teter's 
and ((mtinnally therealu'r. llavinij, been drawm toward 
conression by thonf>hts ol her mother, she linds hersell "a 
<•111 a(,;ain” (\'l. .|()7) in (he presence ol "a \'eneral)lo lif^nre 
with hair as white as snow, and a face' sti ikin^ly < harae ter- 
i/ed by hene\'oh'nce” (\'I, ,p)H), Addressing each oilier as 
"I'ather" and "daughter,” Hilda and (ho priest establish 
.1 conlessional intimacy (hat is esseaitially unaltered by (he 
priest’s discovery (hat Ililda is not a (latholic. and was 
therolore tcchnieally distpialihed from (he sacrament. 
WMien Hilda snhscepiently disappears after having' entered 
(he ('.eiH i I’alace—"a spot of ill-omen for yoniig maidens" 
(Vl, .piK)—she is leally epiito safe, for (his lather still has 
her under his .solicitous eye. 

If (he blessing in Tei ngia .seians, coming from a hron/.e 
st.'itne, to he little more than a wish-projection, tlu! one in 
Saint I’eti'i's makes ns wonder il Hawthorne may not lu' 
meaningfnlly asserting a faith in Ihovideiu cx Hilda's iin io- 
lability, suggestively threatc'iied yet maintained by a inyste- 
rioiis religions power, reminds ns ol the inviolability ol 
the Lady in (U)iiiii.s, and ( ('i talnly I I.iwthome, is no less 
(arefiil than Milton to .snggust a theological rationale lor 
his plot. In 77 /e Maiblr. lutnii, however, (his r:i(lonale 
remains a snhjer t of debate ainl (Wen of conl’iisloii. 'I here 
ni.'iy well he "a Providence purposely for Hilda" (VI, -1S5), 
as Miriam asserts, hnt this may also mean that ProA'iihnue 
disc rimlnates against non-Hildas. Hilda hersell cannot an- 
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suer this suspicion. When Miriam tells her, “I tvoulcl give 
all I have or hope—my life, oh how freely—for one instant 
of your trust in God! .. . You really think, then, that He 
sees and cares for us?”, Hilda replies with her customary 
penetration: “Miriam, you frighten me” (\^I, 197). ^Ve 
could say, of course, that the incident in Perugia tips the 
scales in favor of Providence: but that too appears to be 
an exception to Providence’s rule. For outside the charmed 
circle of Hawthorne’s major characters there are countless 
others who are conspicuously less fortunate, as Kenyon and 
Donatello are reminded: 

From village to village, ragged boys and girls kept almost 
under the horses’ feet; hoary grandsires and grandames 
caught glimpses of their approach, and hobbled to inter¬ 
cept them at some point of vantage; blind men stared 
them out of countenance with their sightless orbs; women 
held up their unwashed babies; cripples displayed their 
wooden legs, their grievous scars, their dangling, boneless 
arms, tlieir broken backs, their burden of a hump, or 
whatever infirmity or deformity Providence had assigned 
them for an inheritance. (VI, 352; my italics) 

^Vhat Satanic irony! And in Rome, too, the grace afforded 
Hilda is noted to be something apart: “Yet the tvays of 
Providence are utterly inscrutable; and many a murder 
has been done, and many an innocent virgin has lifted her 
white arms, beseeching its aid in her extremity, and all in 
vain . . .” (VI, 469). To say that such a Providence is in¬ 
scrutable is not much different from saying that it is simply 
inoperative, or even sadistic.® 

9. If we regard Providence as a paternal agent, its favoritism to¬ 
ward Hilda becomes understandable; Hilda is the most obedient, 
the most unquestioning, of the four “children/' She is therefore 
entitled to expect that “A miracle would be wrought on her behalf, 
as naturally as a father would stretch out his hand to save a best- 
beloved child" (VI, 469). 
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Thus it is understandable that Hawthorne, along with 
his earnest gestures in the direction of Christianity, casts 
about for quite opposite remedies for guilt. Neither the 
mediating function of Catholicism nor Protestantism’s 
direct appeal to God can suffice if there is continued rea¬ 
son for doubting the Father’s benevolence, and this reason 
is implied in all the allusions to incest. In such a predica¬ 
ment Hawthorne can dwell wistfully on the worldly hedo¬ 
nism of Rome and on Miriam’s bold faith in a passion 
“mighty enough to make its own law” (VI, 232)—but 
neither attitude is a serious possibility for a temperament 
like his own. 

The one remaining alternative, and one which has been 
pondered many times previously in Hawthorne’s fiction, 
is a regressive pastoralism. The Marble Faun sustains an 
elaborate analogy between the childhood of an individual 
man and the prehistory of mankind. The diffuse joyous¬ 
ness of Donatello’s Etruscan ancestors, “while Italy was yet 
guiltless of Rome” (VI, 268), becomes an implied ideal in 
the neurotic modern world, and Hawthorne occasionally 
preaches that ideal directly. Men, he says, “are getting so 
far beyond the childhood of their race that they scorn to 
be happy any longer” (VI, 276), and he summarizes his 
lament for “the careless and happy soul”: “We go all 
wrong, by too strenuous a resolution to go all right” (VI, 
276). Perhaps Hawthorne recognized the anti-Christian 
implications of this very modern theory of mental health, 
and resorted to his patently literary sylvan myth in order 
to lend picturesque distance to an idea that was all too 
immediate in its significance to him. Under the cloak of 
an acceptable pastoral nostalgia he argues for an age “be¬ 
fore sin, sorrow or morality itself had ever been thought 
of” (VI, 27; my italics)—that is, for mankind’s “innocent 
childhood” (VI, 27). 

Of course, the whole point about Etruria and Rome is 
that the old innocence is irrecoverable; the lurid adult 
vices of Rome are everyday reality in the world surround- 
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ing Hawthorne’s modern characters, and the Roman land¬ 
scape is a depressing witness to death and vengeance 
through the centuriesd“ When those characters experience 
pastoral delight in the countryside, furthermore, Haw¬ 
thorne’s imagery compromises that delight with furtive¬ 
ness. There is something beyond naive innocence in his 
concentration on “the patches of moss, the tufts of grass, 
the trailing maiden-hair, and all sorts of verdant ^v’eeds 
that thrive in the cracks and crevices of moist marble .. .’’ 
(VI, 54).“ And there is something beyond “a remote, 
dream-like, Arcadian charm’’ (\’I, 335) in such images as 

10. That landscape is strewn not only with skulls, bones, and 
sarcophagi, but tvith images of the castration tvhich is hinted in 
Miriam and Kenyon’s art. The Flaminian obelisk, Trajan’s Column 
and the pillars of Trajan’s Forum, the Column of Phocas with its 
attendant "shattered blocks and shafts” (VI, 194)’ ^nd numerous 
mutilated statues whose most prominent aspect is a missing nose 
(see, e.g., VI, 144, 229), all become conspicuous—like the innumerable 
images of fallen trees in Hawthorne’s American notebooks—when 
we grasp the extent to which he is absorbed in the idea of punish¬ 
ment for sexual presumption. 

11. The reader who doubts that his own mental image of “maiden¬ 
hair” could be pertinent here is invited to examine another “certain 
little dell” visited by Kenyon and Donatello: 

It tvas hollowed in among the hills, and open to a glimpse of 
the broad, fertile valley. A fountain had its birth here, and fell 
into a marble basin, %N'hich was all covered with moss and shaggy 
with water-weeds. Oxer the gush of the small stream, with an 
urn in her arms, stood a marble nymph, whose nakedness the 
moss had kindly clothed as with a garment: and the long trails 
and tresses of the maidenhair had done what they could in the 
poor thing’s behalf, by hanging themselves about her waist. 
(VI, 281) 

The passage goes on to say that because the urn now has a great 
crack in it, "the discontented nymph was compelled to see the basin 
fill itself through a channel which'she could not control” (VI, 281). 
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that of a “fig-tree that had run wild and taken to wife the 
vine, which had likewise gone rampant out of all human 
control,” or of a grape vine which, clinging to a tree, 
“imprisoned within its strong embrace the friend, that had 
supported its tender infancy; and ... (as seemingly flexible 
natures are prone to do) ... converted the sturdier tree 
entirely to its own selfish ends ...” (VI, 280, 336). Here as 
everywhere in Hawthorne’s fiction, the recourse to pastor- 
alism ends by exposing the very fixations which make that 
recourse seem attractive and necessary. 

The Marble Faiin^ then, infects all its efforts at thematic 
consistency and resolution with a desperate anxiety. The 
attentive reader cannot be amazed tvhen he finds half¬ 
hearted mystification at the end and silence thereafter. 
Though Hawthorne was to try frantically to complete an¬ 
other romance—indeed, four of them—the reason for his 
failure to do so is already discernible in the oddities of 
The Marble Faun. It is characteristic of Hawthorne’s com¬ 
pulsive self-revelation that this last finished romance 
should contain, among its numerous buried patterns of 
meaning, an elaborate rationale for his subsequent inca¬ 
pacity as a tv’riter.^2 

In artistic matters as in sexual ones Hatvthorne is now 
committed to a “purity” which he obliquely recognizes to 
be sterile and repressive. His conscious choice of “ideal” 

12. Which is not to deny Paul lirodtkorb, Jr.’s conclusion that 
The Marble Faun can be read as a more optimistic art-allegory in 
which Hilda, by keeping intact her aesthetic ideals as well as her 
chastity, rescues the spirit of the Old Masters from an unworthy 
modern Europe. On the contrary, this pattern of intention testifies 
to Hawthorne’s need to refute his suspicions of art. As Brodtkorb 
acknowledges, “ambivalence seems to have defeated parable’’ in the 
final effect of the book. See “Art Allegory in The Marble Faun,” 
PMLA, LXXVII (June 1962), 254-67; the quoted phrase is from 
p. 266. 
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over “emotional” art is invalidated by the fact that both 
Miriam and Kenyon, the true creators, do their best work 
in moments of penetration into the hidden ugliness of 
human character. Hawthorne cannot succeed in convinc¬ 
ing himself that such art is inferior to “Loulie’s hand with 
its baby-dimples” or “Harriet Hosmer’s clasped hands of 
Browning and his wife, symbolizing the individuality and 
heroic union of two high, poetic lives!” (VI, 14G). And the 
equation of moral purity with artistic power—the indis¬ 
pensable part of any vindication of the copyist Hilda—is 
utterly refuted by Miriam. Even Kenyon must agree that 
Miriam’s idea for improving Guido’s picture of the 
Archangel Michael triumphing effortlessly over Satan— 
Miriam prefers to make the contest more equal and thus 
add some fierce dramatic tension—would produce a “mas¬ 
terpiece” (VI, 217) if faithfully executed. Such a master¬ 
piece would give the lie not only to Guido and Fra 
Angelico, but to Hilda and Sophia as well. Yet only a 
Satanic consciousness could create it, and once the devil 
had been given his due, perhaps “the victory would fall 
on the wrong side” (VI, 217). Here and in numerous other 
passages Hawthorne shows that we must choose between 
artistic profundity and Hilda-ism; they are incompatible. 

Art theory in The Marble Faun is not really separable 
from Hawthorne’s omnipresent brooding about sex. As its 
title implies, the book deals in an oxymoronic marriage of 
marble and faun, of cold artistic stasis and the raw passion 
which it imprisons. Thus in Kenyon’s sensitive reaction to 
the Laocodn, form and jrassion are in perfect equilibrium. 
The Laocodn 

impressed Kenyon as a tyjje of the long, fierce struggle 
of man, involved in the knotted entanglements of Error 
and Evil, those two snakes, which, if no divine help inter¬ 
vene, will be sure to strangle him and his children in the 
end. Wdiat he most admired tv'as the strange calmness dif- 
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fused through this bitter strife; so that it resembled tlie 
rage of the sea made calm by its immensity, or the tumult 
of Niagara which ceases to be tumult because it lasts 
forever. (VI, 445) 

The symbolism of family entanglement here, with its sug¬ 
gestion of an unrelenting sexual threat, can hardly be seen 
as fortuitous after all we have found in The Marble Faun; 
and it is evident that in Hawthorne’s view artistic form is 
cast into the struggle on the side of control. Art is a tvay 
of managing too-powerful feelings. And thus Miriam, the 
oversexed one, can say enviously to Kenyon, “You turn 
feverish men into cool, quiet marble. What a blessed 
change for them! Would you could do as much for me!” 
(VI, 145). 

At the same time, however, art is a means of registering 
anxiety. Miriam’s expressionistic ^vorks, which are “ugly 
phantoms that stole out of my mind . . . things that haunt 
me” (VI, 62), plainly serve this purpose, and when she tries 
instead to produce trite scenes from common life she is 
invariably compelled to portray a likeness of herself spy¬ 
ing at lovers through a window or “betiveen the branches 
of a shrubbery” (VI, 63). This accusation of vicarious 
sexuality helps to explain Hawthorne’s emphasis on artistic 
shame, and particularly on the hypocrisy of sensualists who 
revel in female nudity Avith the pretext of creating worship¬ 
ful Madonnas (see, e.g., VI, 149, 162, 384). But more im¬ 
portant for Hawthorne’s future troubles is the implication, 
fostered by both Miriam and Kenyon, that the artist can¬ 
not contain himself. If he has no choice but to reveal his 
sexual fears in his art, then the only way to prevent such 
revelation is to give up art altogether. And if Kenyon is 
permitted to escape this logic and continue his pursuit of 
banal ideality, I suggest that Hawthorne himself was not. 
The unfinished romances that follow The Marble Faun 
consist of innumerable false starts in which formerly serv- 
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iccabic cliches of plotting get contaminated by sexual fan¬ 
tasy and are therefore abandoned. 

Hilda’s arrival to rescue the bewildered .sculptor in The 
Marble Faint powerfully reinforces the whole erotic mean¬ 
ing of Hawthornian art. 1 refer not so much to the scene 
in the Corso as to the earlier one where her safety is first 
announced to Kenyon. There, out on the Cainpagna, 
Kenyon makes one last descent into the caverns of the un¬ 
conscious whose antithesis is Hilda. A “cellar-like cavity” 
(VI, 479) within “old subterranean walls” is the setting, 
which “might have been the ruins of a bath-room, or 
some other apartment that was required to be tvholly or 
partly under ground” (VI, 478). The ruins of a bath-room! 
—indeed a spot where one is likely to hit upon “some dis¬ 
covery which would attract all eyes” (VI, 478). 'What 
Kenyon finds are the parts of a lovely antique Venus who, 
when her limbs are reassembled, “showed that she retained 
her modest instincts to the last. She had perished with 
[her arms], and snatched them back at the moment of 
revival. For these long-buried hands immediately disposed 
themselves in the manner that nature prompts, as the 
antique artist knew, and as all the world has seen, in the 
X'^enus de’ Medici” (X^I, 479). XVith this graceful gesture 
the statue calls attention to the genital obsession of the 
entire scene, an obsession bearing an obvious relevance to 
the fears for Hilda, tvho was last seen heading for the Cenci 
Palace. 

To find Hilda intact, in other words, one must get this 
X^enus, with its “lovely crevice of the lips” (X^I, 480), out 
of one’s mind. The figure is not only a woman, however, 
but a masterful work of sculpture as well; it ought to 
appeal to Kenyon, who is alleged to be a sculptor himself. 
Yet having created a work of art ivhich charmingly em- 

13. Where, by the w.iy, Hilda stands conspicuously above “faces 
dial would have been human, but for their enormous noses” (VI, 

50-1)- 
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bodies both normal erotic feeling and normal modesty, 
Hawthorne dismantles it in loyalty to the amply demon¬ 
strated need for Hilda. After a first show of interest Ken¬ 
yon lapses into apathy; he 

strove to feel at least a portion of the interest which this 
event would have inspired in him a little while before. 
But, in reality, he found it difficult to fix his mind upon 
the subject. He could hardly, we fear, be reckoned a con¬ 
summate artist, because there was something dearer to him 
than his art; and, by the greater strength of a human 
affection, the divine statue seemed to fall asunder again, 
and become only a heap of worthless fragments. (VI, 481) 

Hawthorne remains duplicitous to the end. He seems 
to be saying that Kenyon’s human love is supplanting his 
cold aesthetic taste—an economy that further implies a 
vicarious erotic function for art, since direct love makes 
art seem empty. Yet when we reflect that vapid Hilda is 
here dethroning a supple and lovely Venus, the surface 
meaning becomes exactly reversed. The remainder of the 
scene shows that in his clandestine way Hawthorne has not 
abandoned his awareness that commitment to Hilda is 
simply a form of panic. Only after forswearing any inter¬ 
est in the Venus is Kenyon entitled to hear the good news 
that Hilda will be safely returned to him. And though 
Hawthorne is bound, for reasons that are at once conven¬ 
tional and personal, to make the dreary exchange of Venus 
for Hilda, he cannot resist the honest impulse to count his 
loss, and Kenyon’s. “Does it not frighten you a little,’’ 
teases Miriam, alluding to the statue—“like the apparition 
of a lovely woman that lived of old, and has long lain in 
the grave?’’ “Ah, Miriam! I cannot respond to you,” says 
Kenyon. “Imagination and the love of art have both died 
out of me” (VI, 483). 


XIII 


Falling in Love at Cross-Purposes 


“Split lives never ‘get well.’ ’’ 

—EMILY DICKINSON 


It is time to spell out the biographical implications of Haw¬ 
thorne’s art. In doing so we shall inevitably incur the 
blame that attaches to all efforts at “psychoanalyzing the 
dead’’—a task generally regarded as preposterous.^ Let me 
say, hotvever, that I do not pretend to have located specific 
infantile traumas at the base of Hawthorne’s neurotic 
fears, nor do I wish to suggest any flagrant abnormality in 
his behavior as a man. From all accounts that behavior tvas 
notably guarded and distant; I do claim that we are pre¬ 
pared to say what Hawthorne felt guarded about. His cold¬ 
ness, his shyness, his taste for anonymity are surely signs of 
the tyrannical superego that polices his fiction. There is an 
inescapable connection to be drawn between the Ocdipal 
obsession of that fiction and the facts that Hawthorne never 
once alluded directly to his father in print and that he said 
of his dying mother, “I love my mother; but there has 
been, ever since my boyhood, a sort of coldness of inter¬ 
course between us, such as is apt to come between persons 
of strong feelings, if they are not managed rightly’’ {Amer¬ 
ican Notebooks, p. 209).“ Psychoanalysis shows us that such 

1. I have replied to this view in an essay on psychological criti¬ 
cism, shortly to be published in an IVILA pamphlet. Relations of 
Literary Study; Essays on Interdisciplinary Contributions, etl. James 
Thorpe. 

2. It may be of interest that Sophia Hawthorne reported that her 
husband suffered a “brain fever” after his mother’s death; we can 
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coldness is the opposite of indifference; it is a defense 
against fixation. 

Thus, though I have no desire to re^vrite Hawthorne’s 
biography, I would remind future biographers of certain 
circumstances in his life that match the conclusions we 
have dra’ivn from his art. Psychoanalysis invariably shows 
that an obsession with incest and its prevention, and in¬ 
deed a Sieneral concern with sin and guilt such as Haw- 
thorne displays, stem from an incomplete resolution of 
early Oedipal feelings. This failure of development, fur¬ 
thermore, is commonest in men who, like Hawthorne and 
Melville, lose their fathers at a young age and are raised 
by “well-bred” women.® Unresolved fantasies of filial 
hatred, and of punishment for that hatred, thrive in isola¬ 
tion from the real parent, and the very death of that 
parent becomes a matter of personal guilt. Can anyone 
doubt that Hawthorne’s fiction provides an inadvertent 
record of precisely this guilt? As Louis B. Salomon has 
maintained in a brief but highly perceptive article, such 
stories as “Alice Doane’s Appeal” and “Roger Malvin’s 
Burial,” along with the remarkable sketch of Dr. Johnson 
in “Biographical Stories,” “constitute a sort of expiatory 
ritual whereby Hawthorne strove to say Rest, rest, per¬ 
turbed spirit to the ghost of his sailor-father.” * 

The very first things that are known about Hawthorne’s 
life already suggest the possible makings of neurosis. Take, 
for example, his father’s death; his peculiar and probably 

only guess at the nature of this affliction. See Stewart, Nathaniel 
Haiuthorne, p. 91. 

3. See Freud, Leonardo da Vinci: A Study in Psychosexuality, tr. 
A. A. Brill (New York, 1947), p. 61: and Sdndor Ferenczi, Further 
Contributions to the Theory and Technique of Psycho-Analysis 
(London, 1950), pp. 76!. 

4. "Hawthorne and His Father: A Conjecture," Literature and 
Psychology, XIH, No. 1 (Winter 1963), 12-16; the quotation is from 
p. 16. See also Mark Kanzer, "Writers and the Early Loss of Parents,” 
Journal of the Hillside Hospital, H (July 1953), 148-51. 
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psychosomatic lameness, which set him apart from his con¬ 
temporaries; the fact that, as his sister Elizabeth recalled, 
he was “particularly petted, the more because his health 
was then delicate and he had frequent illnesses”; ® his in¬ 
tense dislike of his maternal uncle, on whom he was finan¬ 
cially dependent; and his early resort to secrecy, and 
notably secrecy about his writing. We have seen that this 
writing is charged with a guilty self-revelation, and we 
have already argued that this must have some bearing on 
his twelve-years’ insulation from “the world” and his life¬ 
long coyness about displaying his inner self. 

It is equally difficult to ignore the link between the cir¬ 
cumstances of Hawthorne’s marriage and his evident terror 
of female .sexuality—a terror that psychoanalysis traces to 
thoughts of incest. We know that in marrying at the age of 
thirty-eight the “spiritual” and semi-invalid Miss Peabody, 
he regarded himself as having been “rescued” from his 
own fantasies. That he was not merely cold-blooded is 
proven by his intensely erotic letters to Sophia ® and by 
the occasional prurience of his notebooks. Those note¬ 
books, which have never been properly examined for the 
light they cast on Hawthorne’s personality, sustain at a 
lower intensity all the ambivalences of his art, and rein¬ 
force our view of him as a man who felt required to be 
constantly on guard against the tendency of his own imagi¬ 
nation.^ The natural images that point to sexual anxiety 

5. Quoted by St-ewart, Nathaniel Hawthorne, p. 4. 

G. See Love Letters of Nathaniel Hawthorne, 2 vols. (Chicago, 
[1907]). 

7. On the latter point we might mention Ernest Jones’s remark 
that men who feel intimidated by their superego are typically 
obsessed with self-control, and arc particularly afraid of hypnotism 
because of its relaxing effect on repression (Essays in Apf)lied Psy¬ 
cho-Analysis, II, 185). I find this helpful in explaining not only 
Hawthorne’s fear of mesmerism but also his general concern over 
“violations” and “invasions” of the human spirit. Throughout his 
fiction there is an implicit assumption that the repressed must stay 
repressed; man’s mind is a Pandora’s box. 


FALI.ING IN LOVE AT CROSS-P U R P OSES 243 

in his fiction can be shown to have tlie same meaning in 
his nonfiction; I would call attention particularly to his 
dwelling on powerful and “ancestral” tree-tninks; uprooted 
or blighted or chopped trees, and decaying branches; caves, 
ravines, and gorges, with water characteristically rushing 
through them; and tangled vines which are choking off 
some sturdier growth. The recurrence in Hawthorne’s fic¬ 
tion of these literally observed phenomena has been taken 
merely as a “working up” of notebook material, a way of 
sketching scenic background; but the critics who see Haw¬ 
thorne in these thrifty terms invariably miss the obsessive¬ 
ness of his fiction and the symbolic aptness of his land¬ 
scapes to his inmost themes. In point of fact, sexual anxiety 
is the dominant tendency of the entire imaginative record 
he has left us. 

The strongest evidence of this anxiety has not yet been 
examined; it resides in the unfinished romances that are 
so little discussed by Hawthorne’s moral critics. It is easy 
to understand why this stage of Hawthorne’s career is 
omitted from consideration or explained away with hasty 
tautologies. For the last romances display a literary mind 
not simply in ruins, but in embarrassingly recognizable 
ruins. The fragments of plotting and imagery that no 
longer cohere are the permanent stock-in-trade of Haw¬ 
thorne’s imagination, the raw ingredients of his finest 
works. His reversals of intent, slips of the pen, and out¬ 
bursts of exasperation while trying to recombine these 
ingredients have evidential value for an understanding of 
his art in general. Rut such an understanding is amoral 
and iconoclastic. It is not possible to look clearly at Haw¬ 
thorne’s last phase and continue to maintain that he was 
fundamentally a didactic writer, a serene allegorist who 
consciously chose his themes for their uplifting effect.® 

8. Any discussion of this period must be indebted to the editorial 
work of Edward H. Davidson. See his Hawthorne’s Last Phase (New 
Haven, 1949), his edition of Doctor Grimshawe’s Secret (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1954), and his essay, “The Unfinished Romances,” in Haio- 
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Hawthorne’s four projects, grievously and intermittently 
labored over between 1858 and his death in 1864, really 
amount to two. The Ancestral Footstep and Doctor Grim- 
shawe’s Secret, his “Romances of England,’’ were versions 
of the same plot, while Septimms Felton and The Dolliver 
Romance were efforts to complete a single “Romance of 
Immortality.’’ Even this distinction breaks down: again 
and again we find the same themes, the same ideas, the 
same legends and anecdotes cropping up in both pairs. 
The ttvo abiding themes are a desire for an elixir of immor¬ 
tality and a search for an ancestral birthright among Eng¬ 
lish nobility. The prevailing atmosphere is one of inti¬ 
macy, of mystery, of half-intended violence, and of what 
Edward H. Davidson calls moral incompetence: the char¬ 
acters show no interest in exploring their own motives or 
moral status. In Haw'thorne’s own words about The 
Ancestral Footstep, there are legal contests follow'ed by 
“blows and blood; and the devil knows what other devil¬ 
ish consequences ... Besides this, there was much falling 
in love at cross-purposes, and a general animosity of every¬ 
body against everybody else, in proportion to the closeness 
of the natural ties and their obligation to love one another’’ 
(XI, 488). 

The first thing to be said about such a mechanically 
eventful world is that it expresses a further step backward 
from psychological truth. In The Marble Faun we could 
at least read between the lines and see that with one part 
of his mind Hawthorne remained contemptuous of the 

thorne Centenary Essays, pp. 141-63. Davidson’s textual work is 
invaluable. His account of the reasons for Hawthorne’s decline, 
however, is superficial; he speaks of Hawthorne's failure “to fuse 
image and moral in a symbol’’ {Hawthorne’s Last Phase, p. 152) as 
if this were a cause rather than a symptom of trouble, and when 
he gets closer to the biographical heart of the question he contents 
himself with saying that Hawthorne was prematurely aged and over¬ 
worked—as if the bizarre twists of plotting in the late romances could 
somehow be a product of fatigue.' 
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one-dimensional Hilda; a standard of criticism based on 
an awareness of universal corruptibility was latent if not 
directly expressed. Now, however, Ha^vthorne appears to 
bend his attention solely to matters of outward fact: will 
the young man in one plot discover that he is the long-lost 
heir? Will another succeed in manufacturing the elixir to 
which he lias sacrificed every other interest? It is as if the 
thread connecting Hawthorne’s plot-devices to their mean¬ 
ing had been put under such strain that it finally snapped, 
leaving the author ivith his assembled contrivances and a 
dim, maddening recollection that they used to have some 
significance. 

This is to say that in his last romances Hawthorne 
wanted to produce agreeable plots without suffering the 
emotional strain that is increasingly apparent in the three 
preceding romances; he wanted to be an artist but not a 
Haivthornian artist. This is attested by numerous passages 
of commentary in which he shoivs that he no longer under¬ 
stands his previous method and no longer cares to revive it. 
In a letter to his publisher Fields he says of The Dolliver 
Romance: “There is something preternatural in my reluc¬ 
tance to begin. I linger at the threshold, and have a percep¬ 
tion of very disagreeable phantasms to be encountered if 
I enter. I ivish God had given me the faculty of writing 
a sunshiny book” (quoted by Lathrop, XI, 10). He re¬ 
peatedly scorns the Gothic paraphernalia of his former 
works, and in one exceptionally revealing aside he admon¬ 
ishes himself: “The story must not be founded at all on 
remorse and secret guilt—all that Poe wore out.” ^ There 
is little doubt that this seemingly obtuse remark reflects 
a fear of “disagreeable phantasms,” for elsewhere Haw¬ 
thorne positively begs us—and himself—not to pursue self- 
knowledge. The moral he explicitly draivs from his hero’s 
vicissitudes in The Ancestral Footstep is: “Let the past 

9. Hawthorne’s Doctor Grirnshawe's Secret, ed. Davidson, p. 105. 
Further references to this romance will imply Davidson’s edition. 
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alone: do not seek to renew it; press on to higher and 
better things,—at all events, to other things: and be assured 
that the right ^vay can never be that ^vhich leads you back 
to the identical shapes that you long ago left behind. 
Onward, onward, onward!” (XI, 488!.). In any previous 
work this neurotic advice would have been offered ^vith 
at least a modicum of irony, but here there is none. Ha^v- 
thorne can express his old feeling for hidden truth only 
when he plainly calls it error—as when, to take one ex¬ 
ample, Septimius Felton is roundly rebuked both by a 
minister-adviser and by Haivthorne himself for making 
this radical speech: 

“It has seemed to me,” observed Septimius, “that it is not 
the prevailing mood, the most common one, that is to 
be trusted. This is habit, formality, the shallow covering 
which we close over what is real, and seldom suffer to be 
blown aside. But it is the snakelike doubt that thrusts 
out its head, which gives us a glimpse of reality. Surely, 
such moments are a hundred times as real as the dull, 
quiet moments of faith or what you call such.” (XI, 237) 

Hawthorne’s career as a serious writer is based on this 
premise, but now it scandalizes him. 

Common sense might suggest that Hawthorne’s height¬ 
ened determination not to probe his fantasies tvould be 
completely successful, and that the last romances would be 
works of vacant conventionalism. Psychoanalytical expecta¬ 
tions, an the other hand, tvould follow the principle that 
intensified repression signifies an intensified “return of the 
repressed”; and this is what we find here. The one psycho- 
analytically trained observer tvho has gone into the last 
romances in detail demonstrates the presence of a trans¬ 
parently Oedipal theme in all four plots and is able to 
follotv Hawthorne’s uneasy battle against this meaning as 
he casts about for images and commits significant mistakes 
of the pen. John H. I^mont shows that both the search 
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for an ancestral birthright and the search for an elixir of 
life represent an investigation into one’s own past—the very 
investigation that Hawthorne pronounces fruitless and 
wrongd® Lamont finds in Ha^vthorne’s imagery a relent¬ 
less obsession with the figure of the long-sought father, and 
he demonstrates how the “falling in love at cross-purposes” 
and the “general animosity of everybody against every¬ 
body else” express the twin Oedipal themes of incest and 
parricide. He connects Hawthorne’s failure to complete 
any of his plots with the parallel difficulties of his heroes, 
whose researches into their identity and history are broken 
off or confuted just as the truth seems within grasp. The 
cast of characters we met in Hawthorne’s earliest fiction— 
the benevolent father-figure and the evil one, the young 
man and his rival, the beautiful lady ^vho may turn out 
to be either sister or sexual object but who is really both— 
are once again engaged in their old business of murder, 
of crossed identities, of tangled lust and hatred; and as 
before, neither the author nor the hero can follow the 
plot’s Oedipal logic through to its conclusion. 

The only essential difference, I would say, between Haw¬ 
thorne s first phase and his last one is that he has now 
insulated his characters more thickly against the erupting 
of repressed emotion. Murders take place by accident, and 
elaborate explanations are provided to exonerate the cul¬ 
prit from guilt for a deed that removes the one barrier 
between him and his “birthright”—possession of the pater¬ 
nal estate and the disputed lady. The very faculty for 
registering a sense of guilt has disappeared—a subtraction 
which may remind us of Erik Erikson’s statement that an 
incapacity to feel “is the final predicament of the compul- 

10. See “Hawthorne's Unfinished Works,” Harvard Medical 
Alumnt Bulletin, XXXVI, No. 5 (Summer 1962), 13-20. Since Dr. 
Lamont’s conclusions are so welcome, it may be of interest that his 
article came to my attention only after all the foregoing chapters 
were written. 
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sive character/’ These figures, along with Hawthorne 
himself, are morally imperceptive because the guilty mean¬ 
ing of their interrelationships is so close to being obvious. 
As always, Hawthorne’s personages are twisted and in¬ 
hibited by thoughts that never literally occur to them, but 
which menace the author’s private mental economy. And 
that economy is now so bankrupt that every transaction 
must be broken off before the cost is counted.^- 

Thus the last romances embody in extreme form the 
principle of psychological allegory that rules Hawthorne’s 
previous fiction. We have seen that in his world things 
often happen, not because of overt motives and intentions, 
but because of symbolic values that the characters must 
represent for the author. In these final works the pretense 
of literal motivation is almost abandoned: the characters 
mechanically and unquestioningly obey Hawthorne’s own 

11. Erik H. Erikson, Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanal¬ 
ysis and History (New York, 1962), p. 164. I might add that Luther's 
later career as Erikson expounds it—powerful identification with a 
father after a titanic rebellion—may cast some light on Hawthorne's 
ancestral researches in England and the last romances. The differ¬ 
ence would seem to be that Ha^vtliorne's more timid and covert 
rebellion had to persist, despite his earnest gestures of family piety, 
because the Oedipal antagonism behind it remained unresolved. 
Luther in contrast became the tyrant he had so boldly opposed. 
See Erikson, pp. 231-8. 

12. Occasionally Hawthorne does take up the cpiestion of blame, 
but only in the most ambiguous way. One recurring situation, for 
example, is that of three brothers who fall into deadly enmity over 
the love of ‘‘a young lady, their cousin" {Griinshawe, j). 101). The 
youngest brother, whom the lady really loves, is banished or kid* 
napped—Hawthorne cannot decide which—for “some disgraceful 
cause" (p. 107)—Hawthorne cannot decide what—and is perhaps 
innocent, perhaps guilty. The bloody footstep that appears in all 
four romances may turn out “to be the track, not of guilt, but of 
persecution" (p. 108)—but again the author is not cjiiite sure. The 
only certainty is that Hawthorne himself is experiencing die greatest 
difficulty in evading the plain im'port of his incest fantasy. 
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obsessions. The father-figures in particular become objects 
of unreasoning hatred, without even being put to the 
trouble of misbehaving. In Doctor Grimshaxoe’s Secret, 
for example, a kindly old pensioner who has Hawthorne’s 
complete moral approval suddenly appears as a personifica¬ 
tion of “conscience, morbid, sick, a despot in trifles, look¬ 
ing so closely into life that it permitted nothing to be 
done’’ (Grimshatue, p. 111). Before the young hero is 
through with his fit of silent rage against this innocent old 
fellow, he has come to understand “how a brutal nature, 
if capable of receiving his influence at all, might find it 
so intolerable that it must needs be rid of him by violence 
—by taking his blood if necessary” (p. 113). Symbolic patri¬ 
cide has been contemplated, not because the figure of 
authority is evil, but simply because he is a figure of au¬ 
thority; literal character steps aside to make room for 
imago. 

In its most radical instance this tendency gives us the 
legend of the ageless Indian sachem in Septirnius Felton — 
a wise and good man whose tribe nevertheless decides that 
he must die. Hawthorne’s description of the ritual murder 
and his ensuing statement of intention provide the clearest 
and most gruesome proof of his unresolved filial aggression: 

So he cheerfully consented, and told them to kill him if 
they could; and first they tried the stone hatchet, which 
was broken against his skull; and then they shot arrows 
at him, which could not pierce the toughness of his skin; 
and finally they plastered up his nose and mouth (which 
kept uttering wisdom to the last) with clay, and set him 
to bake in the sun; so at last his life burnt out of his 
breast, tearing his body to pieces, and he died. 

[Make this legend grotesque, and express the weariness 
of the tribe at the intolerable control the undying one 
had of them; his always bringing up precepts from his 
own experience, never consenting to anything new, and so 
impedixxg progress; his habits hardening into him, his as- 
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cribing to himself all xvisdom, and depriving everybody 
of Ins right to successive command; his endless talk, and 
divelling on the past, so that the world could not bear 
him. Describe his ascetic and severe habits, his rigid calm¬ 
ness, etc. ](XI.3i8f.) 

It may not be irrelevant to add that this sachem is alleged 
to be a direct ancestor of Septimius Felton, who is looking 
for the elixir that made his forebear nearly immortal. 

The last romances also bring into sharp focus a startling 
characteristic that occasionally forced itself on our atten¬ 
tion in prior works. This is Hawthorne’s use of vivid 
sexual images that make the goal of a supposedly spiritual 
quest equivalent to a moment of voyeuristic perception. 
Like Swift, though without Swift’s conscious satire, Haw¬ 
thorne reduces intellectual zeal to the unsublimated pruri¬ 
ence from which it presumably sprang. The search for a 
birthright leads, not to legal clarity, but to birth-fantasies: 
Etherege in Doctor Grimshaioe’s Secret feels “a paltry con¬ 
fusion and embarrassment” when he contemplates his 
“coming out of the squalid darkness as if he were a thing 
that had had a spontaneous [origin] birth out of poverty, 
meanness, petty crime .. {Grimshaioe, p. 71). To find an 
aristocratic ancestry is to be rescued from physical squalor 
—that is, to overcome the disgust produced by graphic 
thoughts of how one entered the world. But unconscious 
preoccupation ensures that the genital, not the coat-of- 
arms, will lie at the end of the search. And thus in The 
Ancestral Footstep, after the young hero has once again 
accidentally murdered his rival claimant and is encour¬ 
aged by the sisterly lady to “enter the old house, the 
hereditary house, where—now, at least—you alone have a 
right to tread” (XI, 456), the seemingly imminent con¬ 
summation of knowledge and power dissolves in an absurd 
and highly symbolic disappointment. Middleton and Alice 
pass through chamber after chamber, arriving finally at a 
further chamber—a miniature palace-cabinet which, when 
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opened with Middleton’s key, reveals still another “secret 
and precious chamber’’ (XI, 461), ivithin ivhich—incredibly 
—is yet another “receptacle,’’ quite empty: 

It brought Middleton up with such a sudden revulsion 
that he grew dizzy, and the room swam round him and 
the cabinet dazzled before his eyes. It had been magni¬ 
fied to a palace: it had dwindled down to Lilliputian 
size; and yet, up till now, it had seemed to contain in its 
diminutiveness all the riches which he had attributed to 
its magnitude. This last moment had utterly subverted it; 
the whole great structure seemed to vanish. (XI, 462) 

Naturally, however, in a dreamland where slain enemies 
reappear unslain on the next page, where fiancees are 
abruptly transmuted into sisters, and where purpose and 
inadvertence are constantly replacing each other, even this 
letdown must be revoked. Not many pages later the once- 
enlightened Middleton is again brooding about the “dark 
and sinister’’ events of his family history, which have been 
“thrown into the deep pit, and buried under the accumu¬ 
lated debris, the fallen leaves,... [so] that it seemed not 
worth while to dig it up; for perhaps the deadly influences, 
which it had taken so much time to hide, might still be 
lurking there, and become potent if he now uncovered 
them’’ (XI, 475). As in “The Man of Adamant,’’ the buried 
pit takes its power to terrify from the genital obsession of 
the mind that contemplates it. 

It seems to me, then, that in the last romances Haw¬ 
thorne was not merely “tired’’ or “overworked’’ or—a 
favorite theory in our time—bewildered by a mysterious 
decline in his religious faith. These accounts posit a sim¬ 
ple absence of direction, whereas Haivthorne’s images 
show him to be in the grip of a titanic obsession which 
is all too purposeful. Rather than being without energy 
he is fully engaged at every moment in a death-struggle 
against the conscious emergence of patricidal and incestu¬ 
ous thoughts. The obscurity and hesitancy and garbled 
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causality of his literal plots register the inhibiting effect of 
this struggle, while its energies are locked in rash emo¬ 
tions and lurid images. 

These symptoms—for that is what they are—can be fol¬ 
lowed in even greater detail than I.amont’s essay suggests. 
While recognizing all the familiar appurtenances of Oedi- 
pal conflict in the late works, Lamont finally says that 
Hawthorne and his heroes are questing for “a source of 
strength and success linked with the distant past, whether 
seen as a patrimony or an elixir.” This, I would say, is 
a handsome concession to a more “literary” approach to 
the romances, but it is more literary than the evidence 
tvarrants. We must realize that Hawthorne’s imagination 
is not looking for sexual metaphors to convey a quest for 
generalized “strength,” but rather is steadily reliving the 
primary Oedipal strife itself. 

Let us test this assertion by investigating the meaning 
of the key term, “elixir,” in Septirnius Felton, the most 
complete of the four plots. The question is whether elixir 
stands for “power and giandeiir” in general or for a 
more specific referent. The man who would like to make 
use of it is in a thoroughly familiar predicament; though 
he has a fiancee, he conceives it his “doom to be only a 
spectator of life” (XI, 250), and he wants to become im¬ 
mortal as a recompense for “sharing none of [life’s] pleas¬ 
ures and happiness” (XI, 250!.). Needless to say, he is a 
prospective artist (see XI, 412)—we might say that he is 
the Hawthornian artist. For the pattern of his career is the 
anticipated one of stepping gradually aside from hetero¬ 
sexual love, leaving his fiancee to a “wholesome young 
man” (XI, 273) who better deserves her, and devoting 
himself increasingly to a monomaniac project of self-per¬ 
petuation that is a direct substitute for love. Thus the logic 
of compensation might suggest a masturbatory significance 

13. Lamont, p. 19. 

14. Ibid., p. 19. 
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for the elixir; detached, vicarious, imaginative, and “im¬ 
mortal” experience is preferable to direct love because it 
circumvents the object of fear and provides an outlet for 
the fantasies whose strength and gTOtesqueness made the 
object fearful. 

Why should Septimius Felton be victimized by these 
hypothetical fantasies? The answer is contained in the 
fundamental terms of the plot. Like the other late heroes, 
Septimius kills “the only person who could have contested 
his rights” (XI, 396)—a soldier who not only shares in the 
customary tangle of ancestry but also has taken a free and 
flirtatious manner with Septimius’s fiancee. At a certain 
moment in the plot this fiancee is significantly demoted to 
be Septimius’s half-sister, but she is replaced by another 
girl who tells him, “We have an intimate relation to one 
another” (XI, 386). This ambiguous taunt is eventually 
revealed to mean that the second girl was engaged to the 
slain soldier, so that once again Septimius has inadvert¬ 
ently cleared away his sexual rival; but the sentence also 
hints at a continuation of the pervasive theme of blood 
kinship. All this is hard to follow, but its import is clear: 
for Septimius the love of woman is inevitably a version of 
incest. What he escapes by leaving one girl to his neighbor 
and by spurning the other is not simply sex, but the com¬ 
bined disgust and appeal of incest. 

At this point I want to introduce an independent dis¬ 
cussion of the meaning of elixirs. Ernest Jones argues that 
an obsession with death always signifies an unconscious 
dread of impotence, and that the corresponding yen for 
an elixir of immortality is in effect a desire to overcome 
this dread.The dread, furthermore, “always comes from 
the fear of being castrated as a punishment for ... incestu¬ 
ous wishes.” Finding youth equated with virility, Jones 
claims that the magical fluid has the exact unconscious 

15. Essays in Applied Psycho-Analysis, II, 141!. 

16. Ibid., p. 142. 
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meaning of semen. Is this dogmatic series of equivalences 
applicable to Septimius Felton, where a desire to obtain 
immortality through a magic brew is held by a man who 
has resolved not to accept the pseudo-incestuous love that 
he has twice earned through killing a ri^'al and possible 
relation? Hawthorne’s imagery pertaining to elixir should 
provide an answer. 

Hawthorne tells us that the manuscript giving the recipe 
for the elixir is better left untranscribed, since it promul¬ 
gates the dreadful error of “yielding the spiritual to a keen 
sagacity of lower things,” and since it seems to prove “that 
earthly life was good, and all that the development of our 
nature demanded” (XI, 339). Elixir, then, promotes an 
unabashed, “lower” bodily vigor that seems opposed to 
the restraints of religion. This vigor has a precise and 
peculiar connection with women. The regimen of life 
accompanying the recipe demands that he who would be 
immortal “shun woman, for she is apt to be a disturbing 
influence” (XI, 340). On the other hand, he is urged to 
“drink . . . the breath of buxom maids, if [he may] with¬ 
out undue disturbance of the flesh” (XI, 341). I submit 
that this apparent contradiction makes sense if, and only 
if, the elixir is a remedy against impotence. Women con¬ 
tain a sexual power that must be extracted and stored up 
by men, yet direct contact with women saps that power 
again. 

The chief ingredient in Septimius’s elixir is a flower that 
is said to grow only on the grave of a “pure young boy or 
girl” (XI, 329), and in the legends surrounding the elixir 
it is clear that the boy or girl ought to be a close relation. 
One old man is said to have murdered his daughter in 
order to produce the flo^ver—“the most gorgeous and beau¬ 
tiful, surely, that ever greAv; so rich it looked, so full of 
potent juice” (XI, 333: my italics). In Septimius’s case the 
flower grows from the grave of the kin-and-rival he has 
murdered, whose sexual aura is apparent from his first 
entrance into the story. The elixir can be manufactured 
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from this and other ingredients if one follows the recipe 
and regimen faithfully, and these latter have emanated, in 
Hawthorne’s metaphor, “from a mind very full of books, 
and grinding and pressing down the great accumulation 
of grapes that it had gathered from so many vineyards, and 
squeezing out rich viscid juices—potent with which 

the reader might get drunk” (XI, 279: my italics). If we 
are to put any trust in imagery, Septimius Felton would 
seem to provide striking corroboration of the symbolic 
values proposed by Jones.^^ 

The irrational logic surrounding elixir in this romance 
is extremely complex. The elixir-flower makes its “resur¬ 
rection” (XI, 345) after the murder of an Oedipal rival, 
and thus may be said to spring from thoughts of incest.^® 
Yet the elixir itself is a remedy against the impotence that 
follows from those same thoughts—which is not to say that 
it restores normal love. Everything in Hawthorne’s em¬ 
phasis suggests that one’s precious bodily fluids must be 
hoarded from their chief enemy, womankind. Note, for 

17. Note, too, the association of elixir with unnatural sexual am¬ 
bition elsewhere in Hawthorne’s fiction. When an elixir of immor¬ 
tality is taken in “Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment’’ it produces the 
grotesque spectacle of “three old, gray, withered grandsires, ridicu¬ 
lously contending for the skinny ugliness of a shrivelled grandam” 
(I, 269); and Aylmer, whose perverse revulsion from his wife has 
been discussed, resembles Rappaccini in hoarding “the most precious 
poison that ever was concocted in this world’’ (II, 59). His descrip¬ 
tion of its properties scarcely gibes with his calling it “the elixir 
of immortality” (II, 59), but it does possess a “virtuous potency” 
(11. 59) as well as a harmful one. It is an elixir, significantly, that 
finally erases Georgiana's “birthmark of mortality” (II, 66) by kill¬ 
ing her. 

18. This is metaphorically confirmed in Septimius’s early with¬ 
drawal from his unhealthy feelings toward the first-contested girl, 
“in relation to whom, there was perhaps a plant that had its root 
in the grave, that would entwine itself around his whole life, over¬ 
shadowing it with dark, rich foliage and fruit that he alone could 
feast upon” (XI, 273). 
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example, the extraordinary image of squeezing out viscid 
juice; the detached and imaginative life that is promised 
to the imbiber of the fluid; the bookish nature of both 
Septimius and the author of the recipe; the injunction 
against direct contact with ^vomen; and most obviously, 
Septimius’s o^vn withdrawal from offers of love into an 
ever more absorbed devotion to his little specialty. Fear of 
woman has reached such an intensity in Hawthorne’s fic¬ 
tion that Septimius’s element of savage ancestry—“the wild, 
natural blood of the Indian, the instinctive, the animal 
nature” (XI, 424)—is what warns him against dealing with 
the second girl, “whispering me of harm, as if I sat near 
some mischief” (XI, 424). Nature itself has been made 
neurasthenic. If “elixir” appears at first to serve Oedipal 
ambitions, for that very reason it must be shifted to an 
auto-erotic function, since those ambitions lead to intoler¬ 
able fears of punishment.-® 

Not many readers will have agreed with our analysis of 
“elixir” in every detail, and certainly we have incurred the 
risk of being amateurish in a problematic field. But this 
example, along with the total atmosphere of the late ro¬ 
mances, may pose for us once again the fundamental choice 
of methodology that any critic of Hawthorne ought to face. 
In the late works Hawthorne has conspicuously failed to 

19. And note how that passage illuminates the parallel case of 
Miles Coverdale, another spectator who would rather press out his 
swelling grapes than declare his love. We may also recall at this 
point the anxiety of Hawthorne’s autobiographical Oberon, who 
pictures himself in middle age “still telling love-tales, loftily ambi¬ 
tious of a maiden’s tears, and squeezing out, as it were, with his 
brawny strength, the essence of roses” (XII, 28). 

20. This logic may account for the case of the old man who 
murdered his beautiful daughter for the magic flower that would 
grow from her grave. In this instance the shortest path to incest- 
prevention has been taken, whereas Septimius first kills his rival and 
only later realizes that he must choose absolutely between “immor¬ 
tality” and possession of the girl. 
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add the stucco of ideas and moralizations to his structure 
of obsession. No “meaning” in a rational sense attaches to 
these fragments, yet they follmv the psychoanalytical pat¬ 
tern of symptom-formation with astonishing exactitude: 
they offer an unceasing flow of repressed fantasy which is 
counteracted by unceasing denial and distortion. There 
can really be little honest dispute over the level on ^vhich 
Hawthorne’s mind is creating characters and incidents 
here. But exactly the same Oedipal situations, the same 
images, the same fears, the same dynamics of repression 
and expression are discernible in Haivthorne’s most pol¬ 
ished and potverful work. Must we not conclude that he 
is an obsessed writer throughout his career, and that the 
differences from one phase to another are finally differ¬ 
ences in self-control rather than in energy or ideas? 
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“It has to do with drawing a reality out of the unconscious in 
such a way as to make it enter into the realm of the intellect, 
while trying to preserve its life, not to garble it, to subject it to 
the least possible shrinkage .. 

—MARCEL PROUST Oil the Writing of an introspective novel. 


The psychological emphasis of this book, and the iintradi- 
tional account of Hawthorne’s career that results from 
such an emphasis, must pose some questions about our 
aesthetic criteria. If some of our early chapters create an 
impression that Hawthorne is good insofar as he is Freud¬ 
ian, some later ones may support the opposite fallacy: 
Hawthorne is obsessed and therefore artistically handi¬ 
capped. I would be as sorry to leave the reader with one 
of these crude formulas as the other. Plainly, I am con¬ 
vinced that some correlation exists between Hawthorne’s 
psychological themes and the enduring appeal of his works; 
the question is whether that correlation is simple and 
direct. In this final chapter I propose to review the evi¬ 
dence that justifies our calling Hawthorne Freudian; to 
measure, as best I can, the part played by psychological 
insight in the effect of his plots; and finally to define the 
limitations of the Freudian aesthetic on which so much 
of Hawthorne’s claim to greatness must rest. 

I hope, after all that has gone before, that I need not 
insist at length on the propriety of using psychoanalytic 
terms to describe authors and works that antedate Freud. 
Revolutionary as his influence has been, Freud did not 
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alter human nature; either we are entitled to use Freudian- 
ism retroactively or we must say that it is false. The point 
seems obvious enough, yet in the academic world—and 
conspicuously in Hawthorne studies—there persists a quix¬ 
otic attempt to say that an author's psychological portrai¬ 
ture can be nothing other than a conscious illustration of 
the theories current in his day. Thus in Hawthorne’s 
instance we have not only the venerable claim that his 
deliberate antitheses of head and heart adequately account 
for his characters’ behavior, but a more recent and bolder 
effort to bind him to the “mental philosophy’’ of his col- 
lege professor, Thomas Upham. Hawthorne, it seems, 
loyally followed Upham’s schematization of the mind into 
intellect, sensibilities, and will, and used his fictional char¬ 
acters as personifications of one or another of these func¬ 
tions.^ 

Such a proposal seems scarcely worth pausing over. 
Though Upham was the best-known psychological theorist 
of his day,2 Hawthorne never mentions his teachings and 
is not known to have read his books. The mixed motives, 
hidden scruples, and maniacal projects of Hawthorne’s 

1. For the head-heart dualism see Austin Warren, Nathaniel Haw- 
thoriie: Representative Selections, pp. xlv-xlvi; F. O. Matthiessen, 
American Renaissance, pp. 337-51; and Donald A. Ringe, “Haw¬ 
thorne’s Psychology of the Head and Heart,” PMLA, LXV (March 
1950), 120-32. The Uphamite position is defended by Leon Howard, 
“Hawthorne’s Fiction,” Nineteenth-Century Fiction, VII (March 
*953)- 237-50; Marvin Laser, “‘Head,’ ‘Heart,’ and ‘Will’ in Haw¬ 
thorne’s Psychology,” Nmeteeiith-Century Fiction, X (September 
‘ 955 )> 130-40; and John T. McKiernan, “The Psychology of Nathan¬ 
iel Hawthorne,” Dissertation Abstracts, XVII (1957), 3019. 

2. See Jay Wharton Fay, American Psychology Before William 
James (New Brunswick, 1939), passim. Upham’s chief works were 
Elements of Intellectual Philosophy (1827); ^ Philosophical and Prac¬ 
tical Treatise on the Will (1834); Outlines of Imperfect and Dis¬ 
ordered Mental Action (1840); and most influentially. Elements of 
Mental Philosophy (1831; 2-volume edition, 1840 et seq.). 
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heroes would have appalled Uphani, whose system ivas 
frankly designed as a justification for Christian moral im¬ 
peratives. The verdict of consciousne.ss, says Upham, “is 
in the highest degree authoritative and decisii'e,” and “No 
man has it in his power to refuse obedience to the deci¬ 
sions of reasoning . . ^ He ridicules the very possibility- 

on which most of Hawthorne’s plots are based—that a 
man’s mind might be subject to hidden forces; he even 
argues tautologically that muscular habits must be perfectly 
voluntary, for othertvise men tv’ould be “machines, mere au¬ 
tomatons.” ■* As for sexuality, ^vithout which a description 
of motives among Hawthorne’s characters is rather incom¬ 
plete, Upham refuses to discuss it. Sex has no place in his 
exhaustive list of human desires, instincts, appetites, and 
propensities.® To confine Hawthorne’s terrible insights 
within Upham’s tediously subdivided and inert categories 
is too high a price to pay for the illusion of fidelity to the 
history of ideas. 

We are left, then, with Hawthorne the self-examining 
neurotic—a role highly comparable to that of Freud him¬ 
self at the start of his career. Given the mechanistic science 
of his time, Freud’s discovery of psychoanalytic principles 
appears almost as “anachronistic” as Hawthorne’s; in both 
cases we are dealing not with the orderly transmission and 
refinement of knowledge but until a struggle to univer¬ 
salize the results of introspection. Not surprisingly, it is 
impossible to draw a clear line between Hawthorne’s 
rational statements anticipating Freud and his inadvertent 

3. Elements 0/ Mental Philosophy (New York, 2 vols., 1840), I, 
42. 47 - 

4. Ibid., I, 158. 

5. Only once in Upham’s voluminous ivorks is sex mentioned—it 
is reluctantly included in a quotation front Dugald Stewart—and 
even there Upham hastens to assure us that “on this subject, as this 
Treatise is designed for general reading, we do not propose to 
dwell.” (Outlines of Imperfect and Disordered Mental Action [New 
York, 1840], p. 287.) 
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illustration of Freudian principles in his losing war against 
obsession. If we may suppose that his “psychoanalytic” 
generalizations represent efforts at self-understanding, we 
may appreciate ivhy the dwindling frequency of such gen¬ 
eralizations is paralleled by a heightening of the signs of 
obsession. In every phase, ivhether through a power of rea¬ 
soning or through univitting self-revelation, Hawthorne 
provides an intricate chart of the ways of the unconscious. 
And this fact must inevitably have some bearing on our 
estimation of his achievement. 

Thus, to begin with concrete examples, Hawthorne ap¬ 
pears less arbitrary, more “true to life,” in some of his 
fantastic plots if we happen to be familiar with modern 
case-histories. Reuben Bourne, who murders his son out 
of a sense of his own prior guilt, may outrage our sense of 
justice but he cannot really surprise us; “criminals from 
a sense of guilt” ® are a well-defined and common type. 
Reuben’s guilt for a crime he never committed, his ability 
to find a path he had consciously forgotten, even his killing 
of Cyrus on the exact anniversary of his deserting Roger 
Malvin, all are the stuff of commonplace realism in case- 
histories." Again, Arthur Dimmesdale’s impulse to blas¬ 
pheme after leaving the forest—an impulse which strikes 
some readers as out of character and others as displaying 
a state of moral error—is in fact brilliantly appropriate to 
Dimmesdale’s rigidly pious nature once repression has 
been suddenly relaxed. Dimmesdale’s whole psychology 
of self-punishment and renewed indulgence in forbidden 
thoughts—or, to be exact, of self-punishment which makes 
possible continued indulgence—is offensive to moral logic 
but perfectly observes the logic of psychoanalysis.® And 

6. Freud, Collected Papers, IV, 342. 

7. On the question o£ anniversaries see Karl Menninger, Man 
Against Himself (New York, 1938), p. 590. 

8. Ibid., p. 238: “The punishment actually permits the continu¬ 
ance of guilty indulgences and in this way becomes in itself a kind 
of indulgence.” 
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we can say that Hawthorne’s ascetics generally are viewed 
in a Freudian light. That is, Hatv'thorne never rests con¬ 
tent with the avowed spiritual motive for asceticism, but 
rather provides us ivith clues to obsessii'e flight from sex¬ 
uality. In donning a veil which effectii'ely shields him from 
an impending marriage, the Reverend Hooper illustrates 
a classic pattern of phobia,** and in retreating to a cave 
which turns out to be a refuge from the same threat, 
Richard Digby in “The Man of Adamant” likewise reveals 
a sub-religious motive that psychoanalysis assumes to un¬ 
derlie gestures of aggressive saintliness.^** In no case does 
Hawthorne absolutely compel us to accept the lower and 
less conscious motive, and it is doubtful whether he him¬ 
self would have explained his plots as we do. What matters, 
however, is that his insistent distinction between surface 
appearances and buried reality encourages us to recon¬ 
struct the causes of sublimation and monomania, and that 
these causes are nearly always apparent when ive look for 
them. 

This, I think, is Hawthorne’s distinction as a psychol¬ 
ogist—not simply that his characters’ seemingly freakish 
behavior can be matched by real-life examples, but that 
the total fabric of his plots manages to display fundamental 
yet elusive processes of the mind. Most importantly, those 
plots depict with incredible fidelity the results of unre¬ 
solved Oedipal conflict. After establishing, as I trust we 
have established, that this conflict is re-enacted everywhere 
in Hawthorne’s fiction, we can appreciate the intense 
malice behind his treatment of literal and symbolic fathers 
—a malice which often meets ivith no justification on moral 
grounds. We can likewise appreciate why his handling of 
women invariably leads either to sexless idealization or to 
innuendoes of uncleanness, and we can grasp the adolescent 

9. See, for example, the parallel case of a woman who wore a 
veil and goggles in order to make herself sexually forbidding to her 
husband. Karl Abraham, Selected Papers (London, 195.^), p. 205. 

10. See Menninger, Man Against'Himselj, pp. 111-43. 
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dilemma of a Giovanni Guasconti or a Young Goodman 
Brown. All these considerations have the effect of rescuing 
Hawthorne’s works from the charge of resting on frivolous 
fantasy; they do rest on fantasy, but on the shared fantasy 
of mankind, and this makes for a more penetrating fiction 
than would any illusionistic slice of life. 

What shall we say, asks Hawthorne with mock concern, 
when a man like Arthur Dimmesdale finds divine revela¬ 
tions addressed to himself alone? “In such a case, it could 
only be the symptom of a highly disordered mental state, 
when a man, rendered morbidly self-contemplative by 
long, intense, and secret pain, had extended his egotism 
over the whole expanse of nature, until the firmament 
itself should appear no more than a fitting page for his 
soul’s history and fate’’ (C, I, 155). Morbid or not, this is 
the operative principle of some of Hawthorne’s greatest 
plots. The ambiguity between literal outward fact and an 
“extension of egotism over the whole expanse of nature’’ 
not only applies to such individual protagonists as 
Dimmesdale, Brown, Hooper, and Brand; it is practised by 
Hawthorne himself when he makes psychological meta¬ 
phors out of history and ancestry, God and Satan. What 
appears at first to be religious meaning in such works as 
“The Gentle Boy’’ and “Rappaccini’s Daughter,’’ and 
what appears at first as an objective theory of history in 
the Puritan and Revolutionary tales and in The House 
of the Seven Gables, can be shown to be Oedipal drama¬ 
tization on a magnified scale. And this psychological apt¬ 
ness, in my judgment, is precisely what saves Hawthorne 
from antiquarian pedantry and affable pietism. “The fiend 
in his own shape,” as we learn in “Young Goodman 
Brown,” “is less hideous than when he rages in the breast 
of man” (II, 100). Less hideous, and less compelling for 
the reader. 

Hawthorne’s art acquires much of its power from the 
displacement of logic and fact by autonomous fantasy. 
His plots typically record some clash between fantasy and 
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fact, and their customary outcome is a rash deed resultin 
from a confusion of the two. Thus Aylmer, Giovanni, 
Digby, and Brown become cruel after mistaking the im¬ 
purity of their thoughts about womankind for impurity in 
the women who love them, and thus Reuben Bourne 
exacts punishment for a murder which took place only in 
his imagination. In certain rare cases, such as “The Pro¬ 
phetic Pictures” and The Blithedale Romance, Hawthorne 
even toys with the possibility that his heroes may acquire 
a measure of fantasy-power over other lives. 

If Hawthorne’s compulsive egotists are determined to 
test the omnipotence of wishes, the usual pattern of his 
plots is to block, to distort, and finally to allow perverse 
and partial expression to those wishes. The sick “luxuri¬ 
ance” of imagery surrounding the unspoken thoughts is 
a sign of their isolation from consciousness." The “lurid 
intermixture” of emotions that colors Hawthorne’s most 
intense fiction comes not from a blending of wish and 
reality but from a regressive withdrawal of feeling from 
normal objects, a surrender to fantasies of sexual accusa¬ 
tion and terror. Hence the curious development of a 


Ji. Freud himself describes this phenomenon in Hawthornian 
language. Instinct-presentation, he says, “develops in a more un¬ 
checked and luxuriant fashion if it is withdrawn by repression from 
conscious influence. It ramifies like a fungus, so to speak, in the 
dark and takes on extreme forms of expression...” (Collected 
Papers, IV, 87). A comparable image of Karl Menninger’s, character¬ 
izing the effects of a smothering narcissism, is even more strikingly 
Hawthornian: “It is as if the personality were like a growing tree ... 
But were such a tree to be so injured near the base that the sap 
flowed out in large quantities to promote the healing and the protec¬ 
tion of this stem injury, an insufficient supply would be left for the 
development of the foliage of the branches. These, then, would 
remain bare, stark, aggressive—and dying, while the sap fed and 
overfed the basal wound.” (Man Against Himself, p. 436.) See pages 
93!. above for a closely related image with an identical psychological 
meaning. 
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Goodman Brown, who flees from his nuptial bed to a 
Satanic rendezvous with Gothic sexuality: and hence the 
sadism of the “investigators” Brand and Aylmer. Such 
characters can perform loathsomely aggressive acts with¬ 
out ever holding themselves to moral account, for the acts 
are aimed against fantasy-enemies and are made possible 
by emancipation from the surface world to which moral 
standards might apply. The “morals” frequently tacked 
onto such actions either by Hawthorne or by his critics 
thus have an air of irrelevance; indeed, one might almost 
say that the emotional sense emanating from a deed like 
Aylmer’s is one of satanic triumph, of momentary vic¬ 
tory over inhibition. The truth is out at last, and it is 
murderous. 

Yet Hawthorne can be said, at least occasionally, to have 
a moral ideal—or rather an ideal of normality. It is simply 
the psychoanalytic ideal of being free from feelings of guilt. 
In The House of the Seven Gables, for example, the gen¬ 
eral task is not to exact justice or to act charitably, but to 
lift the oppressive weight of the past as it is applied by the 
figure of Judge Pyncheon.^^ The Judge’s removal produces 
not moral insight but a vengeful euphoria—one which 
itself must be checked by reactionary behavior. Mental 
peace, in other words, consists in weakening or pacifying 
the superego whose symbolic agent may be a real father 
but is more likely to be a surrogate figure like Jaffrey, a 
watchful Deity, a line of stern ancestors, or even the col¬ 
lective past itself. It was Freud who defined neurosis as 
“abnormal attachment to the past” and who urged what 
Philip Rieff calls an “ideal contemporaneity” as the meas¬ 
ure of health,but it was Hawthorne who complained 

12. One of Abraham's patients, incidentally, had an obsessive fear 
of bright sunlight (Jaffrey Pyncheon’s chief symbolic attribute) and 
“complained about his failure in life, and said that his father literally 
weighed him down” (Abraham, Selected Papers, pp. 174!.). 

13. See Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (New York, 1959), pp. 44, 

38. 
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that Aylmer had “failed to look beyond the shadotvy' scope 
of time, and, living once for all in eternity, to find the 
perfect future in the present” (II, 6g). Allowing for a differ¬ 
ence in rhetoric, I see no difference in meaning between 
the tt\o goals. And in the same light we may understand 
the contradiction in Hawthorne’s treatment of “earthly” 
and “spiritual” values, of the ideal and the material. He 
cannot unambiguously recommend either extreme be¬ 
cause he senses that the separation of the two is itself a 
sign of neurosis; his healthiest characters are invariably 
those to whom antitheses of body and soul never occur at 
all. Here again we might remind ourselves of Freud’s 
statement that the very act of calling into question the 
meaning of life is a sign of sickness. The reader may find 
this an intellectually cramping idea, but he can hardly 
deny' that Hawthorne’s monomaniac heroes illustrate it. 

^Vhere Hawthorne truly and significantly differs from 
Freud is in the therapeutic application of the non-repres- 
sive ideal. The Freudian process of normal development 
might be called a series of adaptations to inevitable trau¬ 
mas. In the case of Robin Molineux one could find a 
similar idea; Robin appears ready for adulthood only when 
he has resolved, or seen symbolically resolved, his mixed 
feelings of awe and contempt of parental authority. More 
usually, however, the Hawthornian hero is doomed to 
abnormality from the moment he entertains any rebellious 
thoughts. He is rarely “cured” after obsession has taken 
hold of him, and when a cure is offered it is an obvious 
nostrum, the aspirin of submission to a Phoebe or a Hilda. 
Hawthorne grasps the causes of neurosis but cannot face 
its remedy; his normality is merely' the negative ideal of 
escape. This is only to say, after all, that Hawthorne sees 
neurosis from the perspective of a neurotic, not a physi¬ 
cian. In a negative way, by remaining obsessed despite all 
efforts to dismiss obsession from view, he illustrates Freud’s 
hard edict: “whoever is to be really free and happy in love 
must have overcome his deference for women and come 
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to terms with the idea of incest with mother or sister.” 
Hawthorne is finally a prisoner of the repression whose 
devastating effects he so faithfully portrays. 

At the end of his life this imprisonment is clearly artistic 
as well as emotional; no one has yet put forward the thesis 
that the unfinished romances are Hawthorne’s major phase. 
Yet at what point can we say that Hawthorne went wrong 
as an artist? The incest obsession which riddles the last 
works was present from the beginning. If, however, we 
turn to the fiction that is generally agreed to be his best, 
we invariably find a dramatic tension that is lacking not 
only in his slight sketches and works of popular sentiment, 
but also in the tales and romances where obsession has 
become too intense. Tales like “Young Goodman Brown” 
and “My Kinsman, Major Molineux” sustain a highly 
energized struggle between inadmissible fantasies and the 
punishment and denial of those fantasies; they reach a 
point of catharsis after giving simultaneous and balanced 
voice to outrage and confession. In the serious works that 
are generally thought to fail, inhibition dominates the 
surface effect. 

Thus it seems possible to correlate Hawthorne’s decline, 
not with the presence or absence of his obsessive theme, 
but with the degree of deviousness he finds necessary to 
avoid bringing that theme into consciousness. In The 
Scarlet Letter obsession is an overt and steady subject; in 
The House of the Seven Gables it begins to be abstracted 
into a whimsical theory of history and a toying with mag¬ 
ical causality; in The Blithedale Romance it remains cryp¬ 
tically hidden in the narrator’s attitude toward the story 
he is telling; and in The Marble Faun Hawthorne’s incon¬ 
sistent characters no longer have any conception of why 
they still feel a vague sense of trouble. By this point, if we 
have not given up the pursuit of his intention, we find 
ourselves decoding it from images ^vhose meaning almost 


14. Collected Papers, IV, 211. 
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certainly remained unknown to Hawthorne himself. For¬ 
feiting our interest in literal characterization, he calls 
upon an astonishing but ultimately fatiguing knack for de¬ 
vising innuendoes—and the innuendoes are aimed against 
his owm fervent, and by now desperate, wish to take a 
sunny vie^v of things. Ambiguity and surface hypocrisy 
become total as Hawthorne’s warring feelings increasingly 
elude his once-powerful will to put on view the essential 
truth of the heart. 

"Without pretending to offer a simple psychological yard¬ 
stick of value, perhaps we may suggest that fiction profits 
both from contact with unconscious material and from the 
participation of consciousness in that contact. Hawthorne 
is truly himself only within a certain range of half-percep¬ 
tion in which curiosity and anxiety can strike an equilib¬ 
rium. And though the components may be antithetical, 
the effect produced must be unitary. Here, perhaps, is 
where a psychological aesthetic may join hands with an 
aesthetic of plausibility. All readers can agree that Haw¬ 
thorne fails when, for whatever reason, he is forced into 
inconsistent characterization, embarrassed apology and 
digression, and incomplete plotting. \Vhat happens to his 
fiction after 1850 is, in the simplest terms, a lapse of illu¬ 
sion. In our view the immediate cause of this lapse is a 
dissociation of unconscious conflict from its never sturdy 
tie to outward reality. \Vhen heightened obsession calls 
forth heightened efforts at repression, no room remains 
for created characters to exist freely. In the words of the 
storyteller Zenobia, “Our own features, and our own 
figures and airs, show a little too intrusively through all 
the characters we assume” (C, III, 107). 

In this light I find it significant that Hawthorne’s ac¬ 
knowledged masterpiece. The Scarlet Letter, not only 
treats unconscious compulsion more directly than his other 
romances, but also keeps his specific filial obsession better 
concealed from view. How many readers have been aware 
of the allusions to incest which Leslie Fiedler has made 
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SO prominent in his reading? The same theme is (or 
ought to be) inescapable in any reading of Hawthorne’s 
subsequent Avorks. ^Vdio has noticed, as ^vell, that for both 
Pearl and Dimmesdale the plot eventually fulfills a need 
for the benevolent father who remains absent until 
Dimmesdale’s confession—and that Dimmesdale earns his 
mental peace by eradicating the part of his nature that 
would be offensive to the parent-rival? To put discussion 
of The Scarlet Letter on this level seems an impertinence; 
the hell-fired story is perfectly dramatic and coherent in 
its overt terms, as all Hawthorne’s subsequent fiction is not. 

And yet I think we are finally obliged to take a broader 
aesthetic view than one that places The Scarlet Letter at 
the summit of fictional greatness. Brilliant as he is within 
his province, Hawthorne must be recognized as a pecul¬ 
iarly narro^v writer—narrow not only in the underlying 
sameness of his themes from work to work, but in the 
more obvious sense of a paucity of represented life. The 
traditional complaints that his lights and shades are too 
monotonous, his characters too alike, his dialogues too 
formal, his manner too uniformly distant, seem to me 
justified. The danger in our own age, once the extent of 
Hawthorne’s anticipation of psychoanalysis is understood, 
is not that he will be neglected but that he will be over¬ 
rated. For ^\'e place a high value on the dramatization of 
psychic strife, even to the extent of feeling impatient with 
literalism; as Lionel Trilling has said, “in the degree that 
the world can be thought of as thinly composed, the au¬ 
tonomy of spirit is the more easily imagined.’’ Trilling 
himself goes so far as to regret the degree to which “for 

15. See Love and Death in the American Novel, pp. 497-500* 

if). “This man/* as Chillingworth thinks to himself, “hath in¬ 
herited a strong animal nature from his father or his mother** {C, 
I, 130). Only when this animal nature is wholly renounced can 
Dimmesdale make peace with his heavenly Father and himself be¬ 
come a worthy father to Pearl. 

17. “Our Hawthorne,** Hawthorne Centenary Essays, p. 448. 
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Hawthorne the [outer] world is always and ineluctably 
there . . .undermining and ridiculing the truth of 
fantasy. Yet surely this is not Hawthorne’s true limitation. 
The problem is not that literal reality interrupts Haw¬ 
thorne’s psychological drama, but that it has been too 
wholly assimilated to that drama. “Reality” for Hawthorne 
merely plays the role of censor in an unconscious dialogue 
between rebellion and repentance; the thread of a single 
obsession is too easily traced through all his efforts at 
rendering things as they are. 

This latter point may remind us how risky it is to use 
our descriptive terms evaluatively. Some of Hawthorne’s 
least satisfying works—“Alice Doane’s Appeal” and the un¬ 
finished romances—lend themselves most readily to the 
archaeology of motives we have been practicing. Where 
Hawthorne’s “case” is most apparent his fictional world 
seems least whole, his moral vision most captive to emo¬ 
tions of aggression and fear that lack public content. With¬ 
out some degree of self-revelation, I suppose, art loses its 
urgency; but when self-revelation usurps every other aspect 
of meaning the work dwindles to a recital of symptoms. 
And Hawthorne at his best remains incapable of ventur¬ 
ing much beyond the gates of his neurosis. In a unique 
burst of fervor he can extend ambiguous sympathy to a 
Hester Prynne, yet Hester’s very existence as a figure of 
sexual reproach seems in retrospect to have been too inevi¬ 
table. All Hawthorne’s serious fiction amounts to versions 
of the same unconscious challenge; not one of his char¬ 
acters stands apart from the endless and finally suffocating 
debate about the gratification of forbidden wishes. 

Ultimately, however, we cannot wish away Hawthorne’s 
narrowness without also losing his peculiar value. Good 
Romantic that he was, he located reality squarely in the 
buried life of the mind. Before the sadly gifted eye of the 
seer, we recall, the whole structure of an outward char- 


18. Ibid., p. 449. 
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acter like Jaffrey Pyncheon’s “melts into thin air, leaving 
only the hidden nook, the bolted closet,... or the deadly 
hole under the pavement, and the decaying corpse within” 
(III, 274). Without such radical simplifications Haw¬ 
thorne would not be Hawthorne. Like Sade, Baudelaire, 
and Swinburne: like Melville and Poe; and like the 
“Romantic conservative” Freud, Hawthorne rested his 
whole achievement on the premise that the only important 
truth is that ^vhich has been repressed. We may doubt the 
premise and yet recognize that the achievement is some¬ 
thing formidable. 

Our Hawthorne, of course, ends by seeming more 
pathetic than the Christ-like figure depicted in recent 
monographs. At his best, it appears, he clung to everyday 
banalities as to a life raft, and at his nadir he surrendered 
to a neurotic despair whose origins he did not quite dare 
to understand. The exemplary nature of his outward life 
—his conspicuous dutifulness as a father, a public official, 
a friend—does not erase this sense of melancholy isolation, 
any more than his professed love of Dutch painting, of 
Trollope, of factual journalism can erase the fact that his 
own art was based on fantasy. Only an indifference to 
mental suffering can make us grateful for the emotional 
starvation that perversely nourished Hawthorne’s art; we 
must admire the art and separately regret the life. And yet 
it is a fact that the two are inextricable. As Freud himself 
remarked in a moment of self-dramatization—and here 
Freud becomes one with Ethan Brand, with Aylmer, and 
with the Hawthorne we have met in this study: “No one 
who, like me, conjures up the most evil of those half-tamed 
demons that inhabit the human breast, can expect to come 
through the struggle unscathed.” Let that be our epitaph 
for a writer whose anguished brooding has given us an 
urgent, a subtle, and an emotionally profound fiction. 

19. Ricff, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist, p. 217. 

20. Collected Papers, III, 131!. 
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